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About the Book




Everything in this world has a price. A great work of art is no exception. And what fortune was ever built without a little subterfuge?


Oli Darling is a queer artist from the country – it says so right at the top of every press release. His art has brought him fame, money, fashionable substance-abuse issues and only a little imposter syndrome. But then he goes on live TV and says the one thing that can get a rich white guy cancelled.


With his reputation in tatters, nobody is buying Oli’s schtick or his art. That’s a problem for all the people who’ve invested millions in him. Powerful, dangerous people. To save his own skin, Oli will need to restore his public image. Together with a ghostwriter, he must do the most undignified thing imaginable: he will have to write a memoir.


So begins a journey through the underbelly of modern celebrity that sees Oli confront the consequences of his own ruthless mythmaking – lies he’s told others, lies he’s told himself. Perhaps he was right to feel like an imposter all along. And maybe the only way out is to take a good hard look at himself.


Outrageous satire of the highest order, Appreciation sets its sights on the question of authenticity in a time where image trumps talent, narcissism rules, and no canvas is so tarnished it can’t be painted over.
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Chapter One




There are only so many ways to make a story work. That’s what they’ll tell you, the people who delight in stripping down yarns for parts like a broken-down tractor. That anyone trying to tell you a new one will fall into one of a few familiar narratives. Clichés, old as the hills.

In no particular order these stories are: rags to riches; riches to rags. Redemption; man trying to climb out of a pit; Icarus, in which a man (always a man) flies too close to the sun. There’s Cinderella – a fall and then a rise – and classical tragedy: a rise followed by the inevitable fall.

There are elements of all of these stories in any life, and in this one too. A rich man in rags, Cinderella in despair; this story is a messy one. It might be better to start from the beginning and try to get our heads around the composition, how it all hangs together. Yep, let’s begin here. Let’s look at Oliver Darling.











Chapter Two




Oli is looking at himself. It’s not a bad view. There are just enough distinct elements to him – clear skin, greasy shoulder-length hair, salt-flecked beard framing a crooked grin – that they combine into more than the sum of his parts. How to describe his peculiar appeal? Nobody has ever told him that the story of how he got his tattoo is not interesting – that’s precisely how good-looking he is.

Still, he’s been contemplating his image for a while now. Urgently, he checks his Instagram profile, where self-portraits are carefully arranged on the grid alongside his more impressionistic artworks. He zooms in on one of the photographs of his face where he is smiling and frowns. The image is a recent one, and he feels he looks a little too craggy and, in an uncomfortably indefinite way, unhandsome.

He scrolls down the comments made by fans and taps his thumb twice to add a little heart next to each of them. Technically that’s his publicist’s job, but he treasures the little surge of well-being that comes from positive feedback. Every time his phone dings with a notification, it ignites a little spark of connection. Somewhere out there, he is loved.

It’s not that Oli is lonely – not exactly. His days are full: meeting, greeting, a great many parties. The problem is, Oli is famous. Just a bit. The sort of celebrity you can imagine having a beer with – ordinary, approachable. But that’s really his problem, isn’t it? If he were to actually go for a beer, he’d prefer it wasn’t with an ordinary person who knows him from the telly. He loves his public, but only in the abstract.

Oli doesn’t know this, but being a celebrated man in Australia is a bit like being a woman online; there are millions of perfectly nice people out there he might connect with, but only the very worst of them approach him. So he’s not in the habit of friendship – he’s been made weary by a decade of fielding requests for selfies with strangers.

He finds one now and winces. The photo was taken, Oli surmises, at some point beyond a sensible bedtime, at a frivolous nightclub. He has no memory of the encounter, but he’s standing with his arm around a man wearing a North Face jacket and a delighted grin, a stark contrast to the pained smile on Oli’s face. It’s a terrible photo. Given the chance, Oli, who takes very good care of his image if not himself, would never approve it going out into the world. Nonetheless, he drops a little love heart onto it.

When he has attended to all his Instagram posts, he moves on to Twitter. When that is exhausted, back to Instagram. No new notifications have come in, so he googles ‘Oliver Darling artist’. He finds an article advertising his forthcoming show, headed by a large photograph of him. A hero photograph, as they say in advertising – very flattering. The lighting is perfect. A slight Dutch tilt on the framing, more than a little Dutch Golden Age on the retouching. Not too much Photoshop, but, importantly, not too little either.

He’s still admiring the photo when his battery suddenly reaches zero. The phone goes dark and the beautiful press shot is replaced by Oli’s reflection in the inky screen. He flinches and lets the phone drop by his side.

The charger is all the way on the other side of the room. He is pinned to the bed by inertia, the rude spinning of the room, the crass morning sun. He has a big day ahead and feels sorry for himself. This might strike an impartial observer, someone keeping tabs on things from afar, as foolish. They might point out that he has been extraordinarily lucky in life, that he is successful in a field almost nobody survives, that he is in good health despite the recreational liberties he takes with his body. That his problems, compared to the infinite misfortunes dealt out by an indifferent universe, are barely problems at all. He has, to borrow a phrase Oli might use himself, no worries.

But then, everything is subjective. Who knows why he lives the way he does, what makes him so cavalier with his life and those around him. How well can you really ever know another person? The day has started, and Oli must rise to meet it.











Chapter Three




Oli isn’t great with names and faces. The night before, he’d been invited to speak at the opening of a rising artist’s first solo exhibition, and he’d forgotten their name right in the middle of his speech. No dramas. He knows a thing or two about artists: while they are each in possession of their own particular brand of genius – and are perhaps the only ones fully appreciative of that genius – they are all insecure in precisely the same way. He regifted a few seemingly off-the-cuff compliments that sounded, to the untrained and egotistical ear of the young artist, as wholly special and original, when in fact they were one-size-fits-all remarks Oli had been recycling for years.

Oli finished with a final self-deprecating remark that he knew would be met with broad smiles and bursts of charmed laughter, offered a wry grin himself, and handed off the microphone.

Loping offstage and accepting a glass of bubbles, he scanned the gallery. Scattered around the room were collectors who had invested in him over the years. Even after a lifetime of schmoozing, Oli couldn’t quite put his finger on any of their names, having let his map of this society atrophy. There were simply too many names to remember. Instead, his agent kept track of the shifting firmament of arts patrons for him, sorting everyone who mattered according to his own taxonomy and assigning them easy labels for Oli to remember.

There was the Baron, the third-generation squatter who had inherited enormous wealth and, with it, limitless reserves of white guilt. Which, when tapped in the right way, would explode with money like a cartoon oil well.

There was the Scion, heir to a magazine and television empire, a regular unit, with the square features, dull eyes and fretful worldview of a Staffordshire terrier. Each year he lost a little more capital as legacy media continued to implode, and he lumbered through the world in anxious search of something he could buy that would stop the bleeding. Yachts, cryptocurrency, land, casinos and, at a pinch, artworks.

These people came to events like this for the proximity to youth and energy and creative spark. Oli came to see them.

He had done this a hundred times, dropping into a gathering, making a round of the room, diligently making good impressions, then slipping out discreetly before he drank enough to become sloppy and injurious to his reputation. In high gear, he was a hummingbird, flitting about as he sipped from this source of nectar and that.

Oli circumnavigated the party once, twice, and settled finally into conversation with the person he found the most interesting, because she was the richest: the Money. Not much description is necessary – she was slight, a little older, but by far the most robust person in attendance. She was grey-haired but otherwise preserved by her wealth as thoroughly as the amber in her statement bangles, which jangled as she embraced Oli.

‘Oli Darling,’ she murmured, so softly that Oli had to lean in closer, succumbing to the mysterious gravity that money provides. (She really is very rich – the sort of generational wealth that, like a black hole, cannot help but grow exponentially, no matter how much she spends.) ‘I was hoping you’d show up. It’s nice to see you.’

‘Right back at ya. You look stunning. New hair?’

‘New neck.’ The Money struck a coquette’s pose, her elegant hands framing the sweeping buttresses of her decolletage. ‘And new cheeks, lips, et cetera, et cetera. The whole orchestra.’

‘Well, it looks great on you.’

‘You’re a liar, Oli. I love that about you. Never change. But it’s just maintenance – in my neck of the woods, it’s necessary to invest in a new nape every few years. I like to get it all done at once. Go under for a month, wake up looking like a million bucks. Do you have a face guy?’

Oli shook his head, more or less honestly.

‘Your time will come. When it does, don’t go about it piecemeal. That’s folly. Look at that one.’ The Money gestured at a blond whizzing past, trailing a cloud of bronzer, white-linen vest exposing two ultra-toned arms. ‘She gets her work done on spec, whenever she can afford it. If the Rose Bay neighbourhood association knew who did her cheekbones, they’d write a sternly worded letter. She went all in on tits and teeth. It’s like a bad reno – the façade is modernist but the bones are brutalist.’

‘So she’s a work in progress,’ Oli suggested. ‘Like Gaudi.’

‘It’s pronounced “gaudy”,’ the Money said. ‘Speaking of getting work done, Oli – when are we going to see something from you? I’ve been trying to get that agent of yours to sell me something new, but there’s a years-long waiting list. I come to these things against my better judgement, you understand. I’m always worried that I’m going to miss out on the next Oli Darling. I want to get in on the ground floor with someone else, but it’s all so dreadfully boring.’

‘I come to these parties to support the next generation,’ Oli said. ‘But I avoid talking to them. So many opinions!’

‘Truly. Every time, they turn out to be painfully earnest. Just like the older ones inevitably end up doing something depressing.’

Oli, at that point, should probably have been a little more attentive, a little more earnest. Schmoozing is a critical part of his job. But he found himself distracted by a prickling feeling at the back of his neck. He was being watched. This, by the way, is his favourite sensation.

He searched the room until he spotted his admirer. The man stared at Oli, and Oli stared back at him. He was a little younger, with sandy hair in a middle part and an unironic moustache, both features that would have been unremarkable in isolation but, in combination, conveyed a certain message, as surely as the eye contact provided unmistakable intent.

Oli would not say that the vibe at this party was in any way cruisy, not even slightly. And yet. Suddenly the Money was no longer the most interesting person in the room.

Something in the way the man gazed at him had an intensity of promise that quickened Oli’s breath. He felt suddenly hyper-aware of each movement, light-headed. He excused himself from the conversation with the Money and headed off to the bathroom for an eye-opener.

There, as he tapped out some cocaine onto the little marble bench seemingly set out for exactly that purpose, Oli appraised what he saw in the mirror. He looked, he worried, old. Like he was about to do something depressing.

He hinged at the waist to hoover up his blow. After one line, he felt less depressed. After two, he felt more youthful. When he straightened, he found the man standing behind him. Their eyes met again, this time in the mirror.

‘Hello,’ the man said. ‘Are you going to finish that?’

Oli turned, smiled, fidgeted briefly with the rolled up-note in his hand. ‘If I had a penny.’

‘You’d have a dollar?’

‘You got a name?’

‘I’ll trade you for it.’

‘I’m Oli Darling.’

‘I know who you are,’ said the man, earnestly.

‘Well, good.’ Oli offered over the note, still tightly coiled. ‘That’ll save some time.’











Chapter Four




Now, the morning. Oli does not want to get out of bed. The sheets are expensive, thick, still crisp and lilac-smelling despite the indignities they’ve endured. His memories of the night before are scattershot, but he begins to worry that he brought home that lovely man and then neglected to kick him out. A thousand mornings-after stretch out behind him, and experience has taught him that anyone could be out there in the kitchen, wearing his t-shirt, making his coffee: a sweet caprice, a bitter rival, some neophyte artist who wants to show him their portfolio, pick his brain, meet his agent.

He swings his legs out from under the sheets – long, wiry, stork-like, they look unlikely to support his weight. Oli plants his feet on the floor like a yogi finding balance and waits for the room to stop spinning. He locates the phone charger, plugs in, then finds clothes – shorts and, after a brief hunt, a paint-splattered knitted jumper. He feels a little better. Men of a certain age are sexier when dressed, and Oli – with the body of a Rodin chiselled to a deadline on an uninspired Saturday afternoon – is one of them.

He suspects that last night he’d made a very bad choice in inviting a stranger home. It’s not that Oli didn’t consent – Oli’s consent is boundless. But his inspiration is finite. The night of recreational drug use and transactional sex he’d agreed to with a charming young man has, by morning, become a little long in the tooth. Pushing forty now, Oli feels about young people the same way he does about modern cinema: wonderfully entertaining, but everything takes an hour and a half longer than it needs to.

At times it seems there are no gentlemen left in the world, and Oli worries that he forgot to make sure the lad left before he went to sleep. He hovers for a moment at his bedroom door, listening for signs of company. Then, with great reluctance, he starts to move through the house, solemnly assessing the wreckage of the night before.

To call it a house is a bit modest. Perhaps it’s a gesture of humility, or embarrassment. Strictly speaking, it’s a mansion, albeit a small one. Larger than most family homes, larger even than the farmstead he lived on during his youth, his home is a sprawling sandstone palace. So large, in fact, that on winter nights when the fog rolls in from the clifftop at the foot of the gardens, and the wind screams through the pillars of the colonial-revival breezeway, he sometimes manages to spook himself. On those nights, he wanders from room to room, opening doors and peering into the gloom, just to make sure it’s safe. Although Oli doesn’t believe in ghosts, ghouls, hauntings – his nights go un-bumped, his closets are un-skeletoned – for reasons inexplicable to Oli, nights spent alone come iced with light existential dread. He can no more go to bed alone than he can stand to wake up in company.

He carefully negotiates the baroque debris that decorates the floors. Empty bottles roll merrily across the hallway and in the lounge a fine patina of ash covers every surface. Before bed he’d opened a window to air out the cigarette smoke, but overnight the breeze has conspired with the ashtrays to make a Pompeii of his furniture. Oli surveys the damage with some dismay, but also a great deal of relief. He is alone.

With a contented little creak, he closes the door, and as the latch clicks the ruins beyond it become the responsibility of his cleaners.

He has other problems. Specifically, he is supposed to be on TV soon. Scant hours from now he’s booked for a show in front of a live audience in Sydney, and before that a slog of print and radio interviews. It’s media day, another symptom of Oli’s larger problem of fame.

Oli’s prominence in the public imagination is the kind that translates neatly into financial success. At least, it would for someone good with money, which Oli is not. Oli is an artist. He spends his days wrestling with the sublime. For matters beyond the metaphysical – practical, logistical, financial, moral – he has his agent, Anton. Who is, in fact, calling him right now.

‘Mate,’ Oli answers the phone cheerfully, although the rush to pick it up has sent the room swirling at a sickening tilt. ‘I’m up.’

‘I can hear you are awake, Oli,’ Anton says in the fontanelle-soft tone he takes when Oli is hungover. ‘But I need you woke. Articulate. Sharp, smart, smiling.’

‘Mate.’ Oli delivers the word the way only country boys can, where Australian English briefly becomes a tonal language. The full-stop at the end of the word so dense with gravity it sucks the matter at hand right into it. Equal parts emphatic utterance and fuck you.

‘Don’t use that tone with me, Oli. This is important.’

‘I fucking hate TV, Anton. Panel shows most of all. Nobody ever says anything. It’s all so much bukkake.’

On the other end of the phone, in lieu of sighing, Anton removes his spectacles and pinches the bridge of his nose. ‘You mean kabuki, Oli. And the theatre of it all is the point.’

The program Oli is booked for is beloved by left-leaning audiences for its soothing politics. An hour of television where four men and a woman (twice a year or so, a woman of colour) take turns to give opinions, answer audience questions, and argue amongst themselves without ever saying anything disagreeable. It is treasured by the broadcaster both for its popularity and how cheap it is to produce; a perpetual-motion machine powered by those who need publicity.

‘You need publicity, Oli,’ says Anton. ‘You’ve got a public. Go and remind them you exist before we take you to market.’

Too many wealthy and powerful people have invested in Oli’s art over the years, and too deeply, to let him fuck it up now. Oli will be dragged across the finish line one way or the other. The art collectors of the world will need to be reminded that Oli is a Major Australian Artist.

‘I’ve been selling the sizzle for a long time, Oli. People are going to start wondering where their steak is.’

‘You’ve got no one to blame for that but yourself. You’re too good at your job. That’s your folly.’

‘Just do the show,’ says Anton, that fontanelle becoming a little harder.


‘It’s an hour out of your life and it’s worth millions. Just turn up and smile. Don’t sweat it. If you don’t pop up once in a while and talk to your public, I can’t sell you. And if I can’t sell you, I can’t eat. All I need you to do is play nice, look nice, and mention the exhibition. Your suit is in your closet. Wear a white shirt. No stripes, they look awful on broadcast.’

Worth underlining: Oli has an exhibition coming up. His first in a long, long time. No matter how much he prevaricated and dissembled, he has been unable to wriggle out of doing media to promote it. As a compromise, he convinced Anton to schedule all the interviews on one day – a flurry of journalists and conversations to be endured, and then Oli can get on with his life.

He showers, makes toast. He hopes it will settle his stomach, but as he spreads the Vegemite, it’s clear his expectations are unrealistic. He takes a queasy bite and then pushes the plate away, leaving a little wake in the forgotten lines of cocaine dusting the marble of the kitchen bench.

Oli’s phone chimes to tell him his publicist is on the way in a taxi. While waiting, he decides to tidy up, heavy on his feet and foggy in the brain, wiping down the bench with an evil-smelling Chux.

He has cleaners – very good cleaners – who are employed both for their efficiency and discretion. Like a lot of Anton’s hires, they are paid reasonably for their skills, and a little extra to hold their nose and close their eyes while they perform them. But Oli’s image is precious, and in a world where everybody’s phone has a camera, there’s no point in tempting fate.

He runs the cloth across the bench, leaving a grimy smear in the fine white powder. He pauses, examines his handiwork, sighs. It’s no good. There is more to be done than he is capable of. There are clues all around, obvious even to himself – the dirty ashtrays, the muddied carpets, the grubby wine glasses piled in the sink and broken across the floor.

Yes, there is much work to be done. But all that can wait. He is still bent over the kitchen bench, labouring, when the taxi driver honks the horn from the driveway.











Chapter Five




The first, easiest interview is brunch at a Sydney pub, a once-bohemian haunt that grew so famous for its louche patrons and their long lunches that it was purchased by a rapacious hospitality conglomerate who refitted it and hired a team of chefs with gleaming Japanese-steel paring knives to carve the soul out of it.

Oli glances at the menu, which is presented as a baffling codex of ingredients and provenance, all listed without any hint of recipe or what he might actually be served. He skims over a dispiriting collection of foams, soils and reductions, and orders a bloody mary. It arrives on a little tray, with a bottle of Tabasco and a cheerful bouquet of celery. The publicist looks dismayed.

‘What’s the matter, love?’ Oli asks, stirring his breakfast. ‘Did you want one?’

She shakes her head no, mouth a perfect dash of MAC lipstick. Their day, which she has meticulously planned for months, is already creaking at the seams, and it is important to her that everything go smoothly.

She need not worry, the journalist is late. Or rather, Oli is early. This is by design, the publicist forewarned by Anton to factor a chaotic little buffer into Oli’s schedule. He had been grumpy about the early start, but now is grateful for the extra time, as it gives him a chance to down his drink and order another.

When the journalist bustles in, shawled in cigarette smoke, Oli has, of course, forgotten her name. It’s possible to have an entire conversation with Oli without him registering that he has met you before, that not only have you spent many hours deep in soul-baring conversation, you have in fact shared a bottle of wine and a bed.

Oli gets around this shortcoming with pure enthusiasm. He wields English like a tourist who has mastered only a handful of excited adjectives. Everything is awesome, outstanding, beaut, one hundred per cent. His accent has been squashed and smoothed and mangled so often, it’s as mutable as pasta in quaint Italian villages – depending on what town you sit down to dinner in, you’ll find it twisted into fun regional variants.

When he talks to a tradie, his accent pitches up into working class drag. ‘MOIT!’ he will scream. ‘G’DAY!’ If he is talking about First Nations sovereignty or family violence or whatnot, his voice will take on stentorian roundness. If he is talking to a journalist, he is their oldest friend.

‘It’s so fricken’ good to see you!’ he yells happily at this journalist. ‘It’s just beautiful! Mate! How are you?’

In Oli’s lexicon, everyone who crosses his path is his mate.


‘What I tell my mates when they ask about this new exhibition,’ he tells his new mate, ‘is that it’s about toxic masculinity. The river of it that runs through our culture.’

‘Is that something that’s important to you?’

‘One hundred percent. In a lot of ways, my work is about how us males are trained from birth to shield our vulnerabilities with violence.’

‘But specifically,’ she insists. ‘How does that idea relate to you? What sort of statement are you making here?’

It’s a fair question, but not one Oli has a prepped answer for, so he glances at the publicist and she calls time on the interview. She whisks Oli away in a taxi to a series of radio spots.

‘Mate. My exhibition is about violence and toxic masculinity,’ he tells the greying, hawkish broadcaster from Radio National. ‘The way it moves through the Aussie heart like a river.’

‘My exhibition?’ he asks the hungover anchor of the youth radio station, having already listed his five favourite songs. ‘It’s about the river of violence and toxic masculinity that runs through the Aussie heart.’

‘Violence, mate. That’s what my work is about. And the river of it that runs through the Aussie heart,’ he explains to an exfootballer on the rock-and-roll station, in between banter about different football teams. ‘And toxic masculinity. Go Cats!’

The interviews all go well, one mate after another. He poses for a photo with each interlocutor, for his publicist to share on his Instagram account. She uploads them to a carefully curated grid, where the people are spaced out by images of Oli’s artworks – new and old carefully arranged by aesthetic – while Oli hugs and backslaps his way out of the room.


How to explain the appeal of Oli? He is wonderfully charming when he needs to be. He has a way of shuffling into the room like a very old dog, turning his attention on you, and in doing so lighting up your day. It’s not something that translates well to the written word. If you were to transcribe the things that he says verbatim – write them down as they actually fall out of his mouth – they would seem ridiculous. But when he’s talking to you, he has a way of making you feel as though you are the only person in the world. When he turns the full force of his attention on you, you can’t help but listen to what he is saying, which imparts a gravity the words themselves don’t warrant.

How does he do it? Unclear. He lives in a song that Édith Piaf was never drunk enough to write. It is unexpected and disarming when this shambles of a man focuses his sinkhole eyes on you and says with utmost sincerity, with unembarrassed conviction, the most preposterous things.

‘What is an artist? That’s not for me to say. I’m just a bloke who creates things. Who does the best he can. I would have been a farmer, if things had gone a little different. Or a mechanic. For me, being an artist is a lot like being a mechanic, only instead of cars, the machines I work with are beauty and catharsis.’

This is what he says to a print journalist from the North Shore, who carefully notes it down, her acrylic nails clacking on her phone. She will not realise until later, when she is called upon to spin the flax into a glowing artist profile, that the quote is nonsense.

Yes, Oli says silly things, but you can’t help propagating them – to clean up his soundbites when you write the article, to cut your television documentary together in such a way that it shows his shabby profile in the best possible light. For all his considerable charm, fame, and cultural power, Oli comes across as helpless. You find yourself paving the path ahead for him.

The day is long, but Oli’s energy is inexhaustible. By evening, all that remains is a face-to-face interview, the most important of the day, with the Paperman. A journalist who wields magnitudes more power than anyone else Oli has sat down with today. For optics, it’s to be held in an appropriately grand environment: the cafe and restaurant of the state gallery. From the taxi, Oli is guided by the publicist up a sandstone staircase, past looming neo-classical columns. Her heels ring out on the marble floors as they navigate past magnificent artworks (Bacon; Nolan; Quilty; Oli!) and come to the cafe, where ragged bin chickens slink around the gardens, and where the Paperman is waiting.











Chapter Six




The Paperman is the arts editor of an influential broadsheet newspaper – the employees of which are vocal enthusiasts of both free speech and defamation action, so let’s not name him now. (It is the paper you’re thinking of. Even if you’re thinking of the other one, they’re all the same in the end.)

He is recognisable to Australia’s dozens of arts lovers for his incisive, brutal, unflinching aesthetic eye, sharp suits, and absolute disdain for anyone born after Warhol died. Over the years the suits have stayed sharp, but his features and demeanour have grown long and sour. With his sagging features, shock of white hair and fondness for flowing black overcoats, he looks very much like the vision you’d expect to come for you at the moment of death – and, in fact, he has been there for the end of many an artist’s career.

The Paperman and Oli take their seats on opposite sides of a cafe table. A waiter brings water in a tall bottle that is, like the Paperman’s voice, rimed lightly with frost: ‘Oliver Darling.’


‘Mate,’ Oli says, levelly.

‘It’s been a while.’

‘Not that long.’ Only seconds into the interview and Oli is already lying. It’s been ages since the two men last spoke. Since the last time he exhibited, in fact. Too long.

The fact is, recently, Oli hasn’t felt all that inspired. He’s not satisfied with the work he’s doing for the new show. At home, unloved, neglected, his studio grows dusty – a neat visual metaphor for his career.

For some artists, nothing innervates the soul like a good deadline. Oli is not one of them. Running low on time and inspiration, he’s put aside his signature medium and begun working with found objects. Most of the looming exhibition consists of colonial-era watercolour landscapes he’s sourced online, then defaced with sci-fi kitsch. The paint is still drying on his latest – a tranquil billabong, altered so its surface now reflects a UFO hovering above it. To hammer the point home, Oli had stencilled the word ‘Colony’ across the margins. He was going for a Young British Artists-ish sort of thing, but it looks phoned in, even for pastiche.

Oli can’t shake a nagging feeling of imposter syndrome. If he were being honest – which, for professional reasons, he can’t be – he would admit that his new work isn’t as good as the old stuff. But the minute a canvas is done, Anton appears, assures him it’s good, and vanishes it into his truck, leaving an envelope of cash in its place.

‘It’s been quite a while, Oliver. I remember covering your last show.’

‘Right, yeah.’ Oli frowns. ‘From memory, your review was mixed.’


‘From memory, so were the drinks. You were very . . . festive. Very loud. But you’ve since gone quiet.’ The Paperman’s expression is measured, but one eyebrow raises like a scythe. ‘I was beginning to wonder if we’d ever hear from the great Oliver Darling again.’

The publicist, hovering in the background, feels her Fitbit vibrate gently in congratulations, mistaking her racing heartbeat for a workout rather than an incipient panic attack.

Both critic and publicist are at the mercy of a mediascape in terminal decline. In the Paperman’s eyes, his job is to uphold the principles of journalism against a horde of shills and spin doctors. A worldview that requires careful elision of the fact that, in this era of social media influencers and sponsored content, the line between critic and publicist has blurred to the point that there is no functional difference.

For Oli’s new exhibition, the publicist carefully wrote the story, then re-wrote it to disguise it as a press release. The Paperman was pressured by his editor to make sure their coverage was positive, in order to not spook the advertisers who had invested in the upcoming exhibition. Resenting this obligation, the Paperman has spent several days assassinating Oli’s character, filling his upcoming article with backhanded compliments and asides, which will be crudely cut out by bored, overworked subeditors at a content mill in India. The piece will then be sent to the publicist for final approval, whereupon it will go to print closely resembling her original press release.

In this way, it is publicists who run the entire apparatus of world culture. In return, they are paid less than a catering waiter; this morning’s taxi fares have added up to more than his publicist will be paid for the whole day.


Oli finds critics a little like encountering a spider in a corner of your home. Creeping and spooky, sure, but perhaps ultimately benign? Content to live alongside you, feasting on the vermin, or something more malignant? You never know until they’re in bed with you. The Paperman is a particularly venomous specimen, and he has no love of Oli, but that doesn’t bother him. Some of the best times of Oli’s life have been in bed with people who hate his guts.

The publicist doesn’t need to panic, not yet. Oli is in fine form, spilling out his soundbites unprompted, naturally. She begins to relax. The article is all but written, the interview just a formality alongside a photo opportunity. While Oli and the Paperman chat, a photographer circles them, screwing on this lens and that, trying to find a shot where neither of them is chewing, or speaking with their mouth full, or grimacing.

‘There’s this . . . river of violence and toxic masculinity,’ Oli mumbles around a mouthful of barramundi. ‘And it runs right through the heart of Australia.’

‘Yes, yes,’ says the Paperman. ‘But what exactly do you mean by that?’

This trips Oli up. He avoids being exact at the best of times. When he must be, he has bits and pieces he can assemble on the fly while he pretends to consider a real answer that he never gets around to giving.

When Oli glances over at his publicist for help, the Paperman senses blood in the water. ‘You used to be l’enfant terrible of Australian art, Oli. What remains of l’enfant when he gets old?’

There’s a long silence, excruciating for all, although in the article that’s eventually published it will describe Oli looking thoughtfully into the past – ‘deep private reflection’. In reality, he is panicking.


In his search for escape from this question, Oli throws his gaze around the gallery, bouncing off the marble floors and the sandstone walls, until landing, finally, on one of his own paintings. Thresher is big, literally – a massive canvas, two metres across – as well as figuratively. It’s perhaps his most famous painting, easily one of the most valuable. One of his early successes – the first to bring him critical acclaim, prizes, money.

Most importantly, it is the painting critics identify as the emergence of Oli’s own style. It is inspired (heavily) by Basquiat, but different enough that it could be, with just a little generosity of spirit, hailed as an original work. Acrylic on canvas, it shows a rough, impressionistic wheat field at the end of a hard, dry season. Angry masculine impasto. Right in the centre of the panel, taking up most of the foreground, is a tractor. It’s a crude representation, a child-like approximation of farm machinery, festive in rough blocks of red and green, upside down in the field at a jaunty angle.

Also in the picture is a man. Technically, half a man – a very young man, almost a boy, and only his torso. His lower half, everything from the waist down, is crushed beneath the vehicle.

One arm is a wild slash of paint as it pounds against the iron of the chassis that traps him – flails, hammers, thrashes. Oli had painted it using a blade from a harvester, so goes the legend, piling the acrylic on as fast as it could dry.

The figure’s other hand is different, delicate. It is still, and reaches, beseechingly, out of the canvas and towards the viewer, and that is rendered in perfect clarity – the soft skin of the forearm, the palm callused from farm work. The eye follows the arm back to the face, the hollow and gaping eyes of a man screaming in mortal terror.


Beneath him, a pool of blood spreads out into the world. Oli went overboard in depicting the bleeding, had soaked the canvas, tipping nearly a full jar of acrylic onto it, but an impressionistic colour, not of fresh blood, nor dry, but somewhere in between – a bright, deep, royal purple. The colour of a black eye three days after the blow.

Thresher is one of Oli’s favourites, but he is surprised to see it here. It hangs, normally, in the National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne. It’s here in Sydney on loan for the exhibition of his new work. It’s unusual, to mount such an old work next to the new, but the gallery insisted that they secure the painting so they could put it in the advertising materials.

The truth is, they are worried the new exhibition won’t sell. The work isn’t as fresh, avant-garde, punkish as Thresher. Oli and the Paperman both know this, but together they must find a way around it.

‘Do you know what the most precious thing in antiquity was?’ Oli says finally. ‘Suffering.’

He points across the room to Thresher and the sinister purple stain beneath the dying man on the canvas. The colour of the blood, he explains, is Tyrian purple. Also known as imperial purple.

Until modern chemistry could replicate it, the only place this colour occurred in nature was through the mucus of carnivorous sea snails, and the only way to get it as a paint or dye was to crush these snails. The death of a million shellfish would scarcely produce a hundred grams of the pigment.

The work itself was done by slaves. The misery of those slaves, and the ghosts of all those snails, coloured the clothes and artworks of the rulers of Rome. In time, it became illegal for anyone but the emperor and his generals to wear it. For thousands of years, a bottle of Tyrian purple was worth more than any of the statues from the ancient world that now stand in museums.

Within that colour is a truth about the world – power, wealth, exploitation, they are all variations of the same idea. There are no wonders of the world without slavery, no medical miracles without animal cruelty. Sometimes you have to crush something beautiful to make something precious.

Oli says all that, in more or less as many words, and finishes with a flourish: ‘I fucking love that colour. And I can have as much of it as I want, because I’m the recipient of immense and unimaginable privilege. And when you’re the recipient of that privilege, you’ve got a responsibility to listen to the traditional custodians of the land.

‘There’s a traditional Māori saying,’ he continues. ‘Any wisdom that’s not held in the body is just rumour. I was thinking about that a lot while I was creating these new artworks.’

This is risky, for Oli to casually drop in a mention of First Nations beliefs, but the Paperman does not subscribe to intersectional critical theory, beyond the odd sleepless night worried that #MeToo will flare up again and consume him.

‘I’ve got my own trauma, sure. What kid from the bush doesn’t? But it is nothing, not a drop in the ocean, compared to the trauma that’s been inflicted on the First Nations people of this land. That shared trauma is held in all of us. That incredible, historical legacy of trauma caused by these straight white men. My new exhibition is about holding that to account. Specifically, it’s about the collective trauma of Australia, and the intersection of empire and an infinitely ancient culture. It’s about what we all lost when we gained this country that we all love.’


Oli speaks with such conviction that, by the end of his monologue, he truly believes in whatever it is he is saying. At that moment, if you were to listen closely, you would hear, under the clicking of the camera, the publicist letting out a breath she didn’t even know she was holding.











Chapter Seven




That evening, Oli finds himself in the green room of a television studio, drinking Riesling from a plastic cup. A newspaper columnist is sharpening her talking points on him and blocking his path to the cheese plate. Her politics are socialist, her dress Alpha60.

When a make-up artist whisks Oli away from her, he is tremendously grateful. He melts into the chair, so relieved that he does not register the look of professional dismay that flits across the make-up artist’s face. She has a lot of work ahead of her to make Oli look anything like his promotional headshots.

A production assistant sticks their head through the door: ‘We need you on set in ten. Are you ready?’

‘I’m not here to fuck spiders,’ Oli says. Then, catching the make-up artist’s eye in the mirror, apologises. ‘Sorry, love. Didn’t mean to swear. I just fucking hate doing this show. Sorry. I’m a bit tired. I might be dehydrated.’


Oli reaches for a bottle of water, twists the top off, and takes a tiny sip. His tongue darts out of his mouth and around his lips, then his jaws click back together with an audible crunch.

‘It’s just that I really do fucking hate this show. Do you like it? Do you like your job? What do you do on the weekends? I don’t really get many weekends, because I have to do shit like this show. My agent calls it “profile building”. I call it a clusterfuck. It’s banal. A parade of narcissists: media scabs, lobbyists, lunatics, burnt-out backbench sociopaths, so busy arguing their little middle-class agendas that they don’t realise they’re all on the same team. Honestly, I’ve seen games of soggy biscuit with more integrity. At least then you can agree on a goal. Is it hot in here? I feel like it’s hot in here. I feel a bit claustrophobic, maybe, like I’m about to be stuck on a panel with the worst fucking people you can imagine.’

While Oli talks, the make-up artist does her best with the make-up brush, but Oli is sweating through the foundation faster than she can apply it. His skin is taking on the texture of an indifferently made pavlova. She decides to put a little colour on his lips, but that means he’ll need to stop talking, so she tries to hold up her side of the conversation.

‘It can’t be all that bad,’ she says cheerfully. ‘I’ve always thought . . .’

‘The problem with fame —’ If Oli has heard her at all, it is more urgent to him that he be the one speaking now. ‘The problem is that it’s a prison. You get famous for the work, but then at a certain point you aren’t expected to work anymore. They forget how you got there. Stay in the public eye until it glazes over – Australian pop culture has not yet developed object permanence. So long as you pop up once in a while in a game of peekaboo, the public is delighted. You’ve got actors releasing albums, rock stars going into politics, politicians on MasterChef. And that’s why I’m here. Got to sell the brand. Oli fucking Everywhere.’

There’s no reason for Oli’s bitterness; he’s had something of a charmed life. Born into money, not too much, but enough of a cushion that when combined with a lightly traumatic youth (bad dad, good drugs), life chipped his shoulder rather than maiming him. He has talent (some, yes, admittedly) and charm. He is naturally telegenic. No, the make-up artist’s problem is elsewhere. A vital detail is missing, one which she is now catching on to. Oli is sweating bullets and his eyes are red, nestled in deep Tyrian-purple bags. His jaw is grinding away mindlessly, working piece after piece of chewing gum into oblivion. The problem is that Oli is high.











Chapter Eight




This detail, temporarily misplaced, is important. Let’s briefly go back to the moment when, shortly after waking, Oli decided he would feel better about things if he tidied up a little. His hand hovering over the marble of the kitchen bench, damp rag in hand, the remnants of last night’s cocaine shining in the watery morning light beside his abandoned Vegemite toast.

Oli put down the cloth and, in a moment of inspiration, used a credit card to gather up a serviceable line. He hoovered it up, and, much restored, began to search the house for more. Sliding on his thongs, he crunched across to the studio space where for months now little of interest had been produced but a wastebasket full of tissues, spent baggies of blow, and, occasionally, condoms when he has remembered to use them. Oli approaches prophylaxis the way he does a diet; a good idea for one’s health, but usually abandoned after a bottle of wine. After a quick rummage, he cracked open the baggy from the night before and ran his tongue across the plastic.


It was a temporary solution at best. By the time of his interview with the Paperman, the burst of optimism that had seen him through the morning was just a memory. Provisions would have to be made. He had a taxi voucher from the broadcaster – an institution under siege, but still with sinkholes in its labyrinthine structure where expenses could vanish unquestioned – and overruled his publicist, having caught on to the buffer she had put in between each stop on their itinerary. They would be going to the television studio via Oli’s dealer.

When the taxi pulled up in front of the restaurant, he directed the driver to wait while he climbed out and slunk down the alleyway to the loading zone. He let himself in through the service door and into the kitchen, where a brigade of chefs was quietly preparing for the evening service. A radio on low volume played the classic rock station, but otherwise the only sound came from simmering pots and frenetic knifework.

‘I’m looking for the boss,’ Oli told a kitchenhand, who considered him carefully, then gestured for Oli to follow him into a walk-in cool room. There, curtained by meat hanging on steel hooks, platformed like a Francis Bacon, he found Medici – an adequate chef and an exemplary drug dealer.

‘G’day, gangster.’ Medici was breaking down a deer. He wiped blood from his hands to offer one of those elaborate handshakes Oli had never quite been able to grasp, then picked up the knife and resumed his work. ‘What can I do for you, pal?’

Medici was built like an American meal; what he lacked in finesse he made up for in size and as a vector for steroids. Blood coated his hands to the wrist, but between there and the hem of his chef whites, muscle and a full-sleeve tattoo jostled for space. He was surprisingly graceful with the knife as he delicately deconstructed the animal on his butcher-block, but now and again, as they spoke, he reached into the carcass with his bare hands to rip one joint from another with the mindless dexterity of someone popping bubble wrap.

Oli asked for a bag of cocaine – a fairly modest order, in his view – but Medici sighed.

‘More rack, pal? You’ve been on the blower a fair bit, haven’t you? You’re bolting through the gear lately.’

‘I don’t know if you’re supposed to editorialise,’ Oli snapped, then checked himself. He was low on cash and would need to procure this bag, like the one before, and the one before that, on credit. ‘It’s a special occasion. I’ve got to go on the telly.’

‘Oli, I don’t know, bro. There’s a reason business and leisure have different boxes on the form.’

‘It’s for after the show,’ Oli lied. ‘Something to keep my mind on the job, you know. It’s my emotional-support baggie.’

‘Fair play.’

‘And I’m going to need it on tick.’ Oli did his best to smile disarmingly, in a way that would elide the fact Oli already owed Medici a great deal of money. ‘Don’t be mad.’

Medici sighed once again, but his hands reached into his gore-splattered apron for the gear. ‘Alright, pal. It’s your funeral.’











Chapter Nine




The panel show is broadly themed around an ongoing national identity crisis (what other nation enters the world with the arrogance and insecurity of a teenager who has snuck into a nightclub). The politicians on the panel are vibrating with excitement at the prospect, one from the incumbent conservative party and his counterpart from the opposing but also conservative party. There’s a couple of journalists, thin with worry and underfunding, and Oli.

Oli’s role is to grunt and nod and, when the time is right, unleash his opinion. He has been pitched as a kind of everyman because he is, despite the vogue for broad accents and working-class affectations, one of the few people in Australian public life who spent his formative years in the country. He’s there to represent working-class Australia, and, honestly – close enough.

Anton had said he didn’t need to sweat it, his job was simply to turn up and smile. But Oli is sweating. Together with the publicist, he and Anton had put together the spiel he’s been pitching all day. But now the soundbites that tripped elegantly off his tongue just a couple of hours ago find themselves distracted by the pyrotechnics in his brain.

Oli blinks into the studio lights. He’d forgotten the immense amount of heat those lights give out. He regrets getting high before going on television, and he wishes he could sneak away to get a little higher.

For the first half of the program he barely says anything, face set in an expression of glum boredom, peering out into the void where the studio lights have cast the audience into silhouette. When he is called upon to speak, he demurs, asks the other panellists what they think.

Finally, the host throws to the audience for questions, and, out in the gloom, an audience member stands and leans to speak into a roving mic.

‘My question is for the panel.’ The voice behind the shadow is a man’s, gravelly with age. ‘I worry all the time about what sort of world my children will inherit. They look to the future, and they don’t see a place for themselves. What should I tell my grandchildren when they tell me they are growing up without hope?’

The conservative politician goes first. ‘I would tell them that there is no better way of life in the world than that of the Australian. It’s about giving a go and getting a go.’

His counterpart nods in agreement. ‘Absolutely. If we’re being fair-dinkum, I would tell them that as an Australian, they have an extraordinary opportunity to build a better world. It’s a matter of personal responsibility.’ A ripple of applause goes through the room.


‘What do you think?’ The host swivels in his chair to face Oli. ‘What would you say to a young person who wants to be the next Oli Darling?’

‘I think,’ he says, and pauses for the space of a breath, lets a cheeky smile slide across his face, ‘I would tell them to go for it, but to have something to fall back on. Like bricklaying. Or sex work. At least that way you’re guaranteed a payday. In the arts, you can suck a mile of dick and still be at square one. Believe me.’

There is a delighted burst of scandalised laughter from the crowd, a polite measure of applause. He grins, soaks it in, the warm glow of the studio lights and the warmer glow of adulation out beyond them. All of a sudden, Oli is having a wonderful time.

‘I mean, I worked my arse off, sure, but I’ve been pretty lucky. Really, the fact that I’m here on your TV tonight is a bit of a miracle. There’s a whole system of cultural gatekeepers out there specifically designed to keep people like me – young, queer, working class – out of the arts. Because that would mean giving up ground to new voices.’

‘That’s an interesting idea,’ says the host. ‘Can you speak to that? Do you think that artists have a responsibility to pass on the torch, so to speak? Do they come with a use-by date?’

‘Some of them should. Not naming any names, but we can all think of a few. I think it’d be good for the arts if a few of the old guard made room for people like me. It would also save them from the ravages of time – mediocre late-career stuff, public shame, bad opinions. Wouldn’t Morrissey be a timeless artist if he’d had the grace to do a Cobain back in the nineties?’

The audience laughs, and claps again. Oli waits a moment for the applause to die down, then continues. ‘And when you’re Aussie, there’s also this current of violence and toxic masculinity that runs like a river right through . . .’

But then, a voice from another part of the audience pipes up. A young voice, shaking with something between nerves and anger. ‘I’m sorry, but what gives you the right to say that?’

‘Huh?’ Oli turns towards the voice, blinking into the lights.

‘What are you actually saying? That you deserve this platform? What makes you so special?’

There’s a murmur from the wider audience, a gentle rumble. This is not how the show works. Audience members wait politely for their turn to ask a question that’s been vetted by the producers. To pipe up with a question is against the rules, and Australians, who will go to great lengths to stress that they are a nation of laid-back outlaws, do not like it when someone breaks the rules.

The host touches his ear and listens as a producer makes a quick decision. He glances up at the control room, then over at the floor manager who is rushing a mic over to Oli’s interrogator.

‘Yes, Oliver. Can you expand on that? What do you mean?’

‘Well . . .’ Oli glances across the stage to his publicist. She looks as stricken as he does. ‘I mean . . . when you think about it, we don’t really think about who we put on a pedestal, do we? If I walked out into Hyde Park right now I’d see a statue of a man who shot the first Indigenous Australian he met. And honestly, not much has changed. Captain Cook was an arsehole. Our leaders are still arseholes, or somewhere on the spectrum from there to perineum. We all know that, but —’

Oli is interrupted by the same high, wavering voice from the audience. ‘Do you think, as a white man, you are the best person to speak out on First Nations issues?’


Oli is not, obviously. But he can’t admit that on live TV. To cede the moral high ground to this heckler would be fatal.

He looks to the host for rescue, but he too is waiting on Oli’s answer.

‘Well . . . when you look at the way First Nations people have been treated . . . there’s this Māori saying, “Any wisdom not held in the body . . .”’

He reaches for something he can say to fix this terrible situation, and finds, dusty in the back of his consciousness, an anecdote about a week he’d once spent touring Indigenous communities. It had been a working holiday, a junket organised by a gallery that he’d spent mainly in the hotel bar. But now, asked to justify himself, it takes on a new significance in his mind. He begins to tell that story, casting himself as a pilgrim entering a sacred heartland.

‘And once I was there, I immediately started to really find a way to connect with that artistic tradition of our Indigenous artists,’ he finds himself saying. ‘And it wasn’t all that different to the way I work, really. Because at the end of the day, we’re all Australian, right?’

Not the correct thing to say, not at all. Oli is stuck. He’s swum too far out from the shore and found himself caught in an unhappy tide.

‘Excuse me?’ the voice in the audience says. ‘Are you saying that you’re . . . what are you trying to say?’

‘I’m . . . I mean . . .’ Oli squints out into the audience, looking for help. Oli knows he has to pivot, he’s losing the crowd. He has to steer the topic back to his art, where he is on safe ground. He reaches inside himself for a reasoned rebuttal.

‘All I’m saying is that, when you’re an Aussie man, there’s this current of violence and toxic masculinity that runs like a river right through your heart. I’m talking about . . . all men. It’s something that I’ve explored in my new exhibition, which is about toxic masculinity. All my work, really. I take a radical view of . . . blokes.’

He wishes that Thresher were here. He could point to it and invite the world to luxuriate with him in the symbolism of the purple, proof of his good intentions.

If he could just be alone with this person who asked him what he was on about, he’d be able to explain, point to the painting and say, ‘It’s about masculinity,’ and level his big brown eyes on them for an uncomfortable length of time. Then, if they were not satisfied, he’d say, ‘Toxic masculinity.’

Thresher is not about toxic masculinity. Truthfully, he does not quite understand what that phrase means, only that when he goes around enthusiastically pointing at things and citing toxic masculinity, it tends to play well.

What does it matter what the painting is about? He took care of the mechanics of creation and there his job ended. The way he saw it, he was only the owner of an artwork up until the muse finished their visit. After that, the work belonged to the world. It was Anton’s job to parse the work’s meaning on its way to market.

Which does not help him much, at this minute, sweating under the lights. The audience can smell his fear. They’ve stopped their muttering and replaced it with eerie silence. Even the other panel members have hushed. Talking points and political agendas are abandoned in anticipation of what Oli will say next.

‘I’m sorry,’ the shadow says. ‘I don’t see that when I look at your work. It seems to me that you present a very facile image of Australian masculinity, and barely critique it. In fact, I think you perpetuate those very same harmful stereotypes you claim to interrogate. I don’t see you going out of your way to champion marginalised voices. I just see you trading on your sexuality as a marketing point. I don’t think you’re a radical, I think you’re a cynical carpetbagger.’ The shadow pauses, draws breath, waits a beat before the kill shot. ‘It’s also possible you’re just not a very good artist.’

Oli feels his jaw slacken. No one has ever told him he is not a very good artist. Not to his face. Suddenly he is acutely aware of every pair of eyes trained on him, hears the collective intake of breath from the millions of people beyond the void of the cameras, which now swoop down on him in their cranes to catch his response.

He tries to laugh, but it emerges as a strange machine-gun noise – hahahahah.

‘Gee-whiz. Bit harsh. I don’t know, mate. My mum says I’m a genius.’

Oli’s mum does not think he is a genius. Or if she does, she has never told him so. In fact, they have not spoken in many, many years.

‘Well, frankly, all you seem is . . .’ The voice is triumphant now. His antagonist knows they have won, knows this footage will go viral, knows the news editors are already preparing their headlines. ‘. . . a bit full of shit.’

A scandalised murmur, and a single, mocking laugh rings out from the audience. He searches the sea of silhouettes. There is something about that laugh . . . he has heard it before, it’s as familiar to him as his own.

All eyes are on Oli, except in the front row, where a slight figure in a flannel shirt sits, louche and sinister. Just a boy, long legs kicked out, Blundstoned feet neatly crossed, hands tucked in the pockets of his jeans. His shoulders are hunched and his head is dipped so his face is hidden beneath a trucker cap. The boy is visible while the rest of the crowd is blacked out by the studio lights.

Oli is distracted by a peculiar sensation in his body, like that of jerking abruptly awake while trying to doze. He has slipped sideways through some crack in reality into a dimension where nothing is as it should be. It’s a sublime feeling, a demure softening of the world, not so far from the way he felt the first time he’d stood in front of a Caravaggio and had his soul whisked away like a dandelion on the breeze.

Do you know the painting? A young man kneeling by a pool, his eyes locked on his own in his reflected image. His arms strain with the effort of holding himself above the pond so that his own reflection forms a perfect, unbroken circle of self-absorption. His exquisite musculature holds strength enough to brace the boy not only against the edge of the pond but against the perfect dark behind him. Caravaggio’s genius – his divine, grubby little magic trick – lies in that darkness, and the way it dashes away from the eye. Look closely and you’ll see that the only source of illumination comes from the boy himself, his marbled skin. Standing before the canvas, Oli found himself far from his body, his essence drawn into that blackness.

That was decades ago, but something similar is happening to Oli right now. In a few heartbeats he’ll be drawn back into his predicament, his studio nightmare and the urgent need to respond to the angry questions being put to him, but until then he gazes serenely out into the lights. Replayed footage from this night will show him staring blankly ahead, mouth agape, forehead moist, looking bovine and rumpled.


It’s unflattering footage, but the camera cannot capture the peculiar echo in the room that only Oli can perceive. Reality is very different for our hero in that moment. From where he sits, the house lights have gone up, freeing the audience from anonymity, and there, in the middle of the front row of seats, is his mother. She’s wearing her best dress, the navy-blue eighties office-party number she wore whenever she went into town, the one she’d been wearing the day she told him she could not accept his lifestyle, that he was the way he was for the attention, and until he changed he was not to come by anymore, that his choices would be the death of his father. And beside her, his father, in sports coat and gleaming riding boots – dead for years now (drink; horses).

All around, many faces he thought he would never see again. People he had known, forgotten, loved deeply and then discarded without a thought. In the front row is Erin Green, his childhood babysitter, who fed him fairy bread and green cordial until he was sick. She has not changed – still rosy-cheeked and virginal in her enormous and cheerful floral dress. With her – and here is the detail which has so discombobulated Oli – is Riordan Green, his first real friend, still with the same shy smile beneath the brim of his trucker cap. The same puddle-brown eyes look up at Oli and make his breath catch, just for a moment, before the room falls into darkness and our hero is plunged back into reality.

Like a sailor made ill by the violence of the ocean, he casts about for a horizon to still his gaze. Oli spots his publicist, and she makes a gesture – one fingertip held level, moving with some agitation in a spiralling gesture. This, universally, is the gesture to wind things up. But Oli, seized with inspiration, mistakes it for an exhortation. ‘Go further,’ is what he understands her to mean. ‘Faster, and harder. Don’t back down.’


Suddenly, Oli is talking again. He means to say something meaningful about the complexity of Australian masculinity and myth building.

‘Let’s be honest here. What we call “Australia” has always been a drag show. This ham-fisted, butch fakery was invented by frontiersmen desperate to prove to themselves that they were tougher than the hot, hard country that they’d stolen, and that we continue to drive like it’s stolen.’

Oli wants to say something profound about his inheritance – his dad, all dads, the ones that put on this show to obscure the reality of the birth of this nation (murder; theft; more murder). About the complicated, tragic and complicit nature of the Australian experiment, how everyone from the people slaughtered in the invasion through to the lambs of Gallipoli were victims of empire, colony, and the cynicism of a country both girt by and at sea when called upon to atone for its past. Normally he is very good at this sort of thing, but his brain is fizzled with cocaine and the long dormant, deep-seated insecurity that he is actually not a very good artist, that he’s a fraud. What comes out is a tossed salad of words.

‘I guess when you look at it, Australia . . . The idea of making a nation is a bit like creating a work of art.’ He draws a breath, and the publicist’s face is briefly a Rembrandt, a window of light and hope in the gloom of the studio. ‘It’s complicated. It takes a lot of different things to make it happen. One hundred per cent. And then, when you get up close and really look at it, it’s even more complicated. Up close, when you can see the brushstrokes, even the best artwork is pretty rough. Aussies, mateship, it’s all pretty ugly when you look at it up close. I mean. Stolen Generations, Gallipoli. All a bit shit, really.’


There is no applause. The air in the studio feels like an oppressive night in the country right before a bushfire storms through.

The host, sensing the scale of the calamity, offers Oli a chance to walk it back. ‘Just to be clear, Oli, you’re not talking about the ANZACs here.’

‘I mean, obviously it was tragic. Obviously. It was a clusterfuck. But shit like that happened every other week back then. And still does. But it was a long time ago. By now we should have been able to come up with a better formative myth for ourselves than the time we got the shit kicked out of us. Why do we do that? If we’re being honest, doesn’t it denigrate the kids who actually died at Gallipoli? We use their memory to justify every bad decision we’ve made since then. It’s become this weird death cult for a generation of Australians who think they are resilient but have never faced any hardship except a very mild recession. It’s because we can’t put up statues about making mortgage repayments the one time interest rates were double digits, which was Gallipoli for Baby Boomers.

‘Let’s face it, it’s a bit silly to pin your national pride on boys with guns. It’s a bad investment. Can’t we just let them do their job quietly without expecting a national reach-around when they get back? Let them go and do their little war crimes. The whole point of war is to do crime. A nation has to do criminal things in order to grow. But we can’t admit that, can we? That war is criminal. What sort of look is that? So live and let live. The second we start expecting moral standards from soldiers, we’ve fucked ourselves.’

And then, he is done. There is merciful silence, just for a moment – eye of the hurricane, all that – before the panel turns on him as one. Oli Darling spends the final moments of his career staring out into the spotlight, a crowd baying for his head. And there in the front row, where Rio Green sat a moment ago, a shadow in a trucker cap hands off the mic and raises up his hands to start a slow, ironic clap.











Chapter Ten




In the taxi home, there is silence, broken at last by the publicist. ‘I think that went okay?’

Her chipper tone has reached a pitch so high and wrought, Oli imagines if someone were to bump her she would chime like fine crystal.

She cannot meet his eye. ‘Really well, actually.’

He’s dropped off on his driveway and watches, lonesome and forlorn, as the taxi pulls away, the publicist staring hollow-eyed at her phone. The pale chiaroscuro of countless angry tweets lighting up her face strikes Oli as impossibly lovely. There is so much beauty in the world, sometimes.

He dawdles in the garden, circles the grounds, comes to a stop next to his beloved Toyota Hilux. He gives the ute a sentimental little slap on the tail-light, swipes a couple of times at the petals clinging to the tray. Oli tends to park beneath the looming jacaranda that dominates his front yard and, for a few weeks a year, buries his car under a whimsical purple doona.

Looking for an easily completed task, he notices the birdbath is empty and fetches the hose to fill it up. This is less because he cares about the birds – although he cares deeply about the birds – and more that he does not want to enter the devastating loneliness of his home.

There is nobody waiting inside to help him lick his wounds. At the start of the day, he’d craved solitude to nurse his hangover, now he cannot stand the thought of unlocking the door and traversing that lonely space – the echo of his footfalls on all that marble. Above all, he does not want to go to bed, not so much because of the long night of insomniac regret ahead of him but for the walk it will require through his studio and past all the finished, and nearly finished, and never to be finished artworks to be found there.

It all feels very unfair. What has happened to mateship? Where are his friends, family, lovers, the people who should have protected him from this situation? He cannot think of a single friend he can call except for Anton, but Oli does not want to bother his agent; it’s past midnight. It would be unprofessional and desperate to trouble him in the middle of the night over bruised feelings, and besides, he’s not answering Oli’s calls.

All through the night he scrolls his phone, searching his own name on social media and growing despondent. Even before he begins trending, it’s clear to him that his celebrity is listing, if not sunk.

But there is so much more Oli does not know. He suspects, for example, that his disastrous television appearance will hurt his career, but doesn’t understand that it may be actually fatal. Right now, as Oli pulls miserably at his phone, art buyers and brokers all over the world are making calls, cancelling purchases and trying to dump his work on whoever is foolish enough to buy it. Those who have invested millions of dollars in his work over the years, or advanced money to purchase future work, have lost their money overnight.

Oli’s agent is on his way to his house. He’s been letting Oli’s calls go to voicemail because he’s been making calls of his own, one after another, into a sensible Bluetooth earpiece. Anton is prioritising ruthlessly because of the sheer number of people he has to speak to in order to set this right, the hundreds of moves that he has to make, none of which require Oli’s involvement. Anton is an efficient man. The moment Oli crash-tackled his own career, Anton was far away, but he started closing the distance between them right away. He drives fast, a smidgen over the speed limit.

Anton might be long-suffering as Oli’s agent, but he knows he will suffer in entirely new ways if he cannot find a way to bring in massive amounts of cash and enough goodwill to resurrect Oli’s career. That’s because the sudden collapse of the Oli Darling industry has put Oli in terrible debt to some very dangerous men. Violent men; if we’re being technical, they’re gangsters. These men are on the phone to each other right now too, speaking in baroque codes, organising the logistics necessary to do Oli immense hurt and recover their investment.











Chapter Eleven




Some people like things to end definitively. Stories, like shirtsleeves, should be the requisite length and no longer. Anecdotes, like love affairs, sometimes play out very gradually, becoming malignant. We need not go on and on to try and prove a point. Ambiguity, too – I have no time for it. There is a certain kind of person who is unable to watch a film or read a book where the villain goes unpunished in the end, who feels betrayed and disappointed in the final moments. I admire their moral tenacity.

So what kind of story is this, you might wonder. Oli wonders too. For now, it seems like a sad one; Cinderello has lost his shoe. So far Oli has had poor luck and done little to make himself a likeable character.

But important revelations await, and lesser ones, and some thrown in just to get us to a particular point. Storytelling, like painting, is little more than a trick of the light, a way to guide the eye where you want it to go. By stacking objects and themes next to each other like a still life, inferences are made, dots are joined. The juxtaposition of one episode next to another says a great deal. One moment we can be in revelry, the next spelunking the dankest parts of the soul. Light and shade, sunshine and dust.

The night of his cancellation, Oli does not sleep. He is unable to stop reading the posts calling for him to be stripped of prizes, fellowships, his honorary doctorate. That he could handle; it was nothing new, there had always been critics. Since Neanderthals first started carving tchotchkes out of their enemies’ skulls, there had been creatives and a class dedicated to hating them. You can be sure that when Michelangelo unveiled the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel there was some cardinal up the back complaining that God was too big and Adam’s dick too small.

Now total strangers on the internet are saying that Oli’s dick is too small, his ego too large. That he is washed up, overrated, overweight. These ad hominem attacks are the ones that really sting. He never meant to hurt anyone – never has, as far as he can recall.

The comments escalate through the night, growing more vicious and visceral. At some point, everyone in Australia who hates him goes to sleep, but then Europe wakes up and hates him too, and then so does America. The harshest criticisms come from there, for reasons that baffle him. Who are all these Americans? The college kids with clear-skinned politics calling him racist, misogynistic, homosexual, homophobic.

People who have never entered an art gallery suddenly have long, eloquent, sixteen-tweet threads of critical theory to share. An account with an American flag and MAGA hashtags offers to fly across the world and ‘curb stomp’ him. Oli has to google what this means and touches his chin sympathetically as he watches a YouTube explainer. Why would anyone do this to him? How do they even know who he is?

They don’t, of course. By the time the rage has circled the world once, the context has collapsed from under the story. Nobody is angry about his disrespecting the ANZACs or his piracy of First Nations identity and culture, but sleuths have taken screenshots of his old social media posts and tossed them onto the bonfire too. Quotes from decade-old interviews are unearthed, broken down, reframed and recycled. Oli is finding out in real time that the internet is holy scripture – somewhere in there, anyone can find something to back up what they need to believe. The image of himself he sees reflected is grotesque. The Oli Darling that travels the world tonight is a fiction – a man made entirely of recently clutched straws.

But Oli, wired for addiction by biology and long practice, finds it impossible to get offline. He searches for different iterations of his name, his initials, misspellings. Again and again, his thumbs reflexively call up the apps that, as early as this morning, were a well from which he drew unlimited affirmation. Now the well is poisoned, but that doesn’t stop him visiting it again and again.

As day begins to break in Australia, he braces for the wave of inevitable newspaper editorials. No matter how denuded and balkanised, it’s the editorialists who are keeping legacy media alive. The culture writers, who condescend to the sports writers, who in turn think the political writers venal and corrupt, who hold a special loathing for the professional feminists, who hate the misogynists, the greatest of which is the sole, undying, unlovely media baron who owns everybody else, and whom the public hates nearly as much as he despises his public – all of them in endless conflict with no common ground, except for this morning, when they all think Oli Darling a cunt.

Oli is reading all about it when the wi-fi drops out. The internet in this old house, perched by the seaside, has always been shabby. Feeling only half-flayed and unsatisfied, Oli wanders out to the back of the garden, holding his phone skywards to try to pick up a signal.

The garden is a rambling, overgrown folly; the rose bushes and grapevines stripped raw by ocean winds, fighting a losing war against the saltbush creeping in from the dunes. His search for reception takes him out to the very edge of the property, which terminates in a clifftop, twenty metres above the wild surf coast. The sheer red-stone cliff had been half the reason he’d rented this place, imagining himself setting up an easel at the cliff’s edge and painting landscapes to unwind when he felt uninspired.

That hadn’t worked out – a bitter wind blew in from the ocean that made working outside impractical – but still, he spent a lot of time on that cliff face. At high tide, he loved to watch the waves dash against the rock and explode into foam, the barest spritz reaching him up above, kissing his feet as he dangled them into space.

At low tide, the sea peels back to reveal a long spit of granite, worn smooth by millennia of pounding waves. Some nights he takes a six-pack of beer out here to drink and watch the sun go down, pitching the bottles into the dark to hear them shatter on the rock below. On bad days, it helps him feel like he’s achieved something.

Now, leaning out over the precipice, one queasy eye on the rocks below, he manages to find a signal. There, on the homepage of the newspaper that should have been running the Paperman’s profile this morning, he finds that it’s been hastily but carefully reframed from a hard-won puff piece to a subtle hatchet job. Oli would like to think his own words abridged, rearranged, strung into a hangman’s noose, but in truth they are more or less what he said, to the letter. Accompanying the article is a cartoon of him as an effete bushranger, pissing on the grave of a fallen soldier. At least the legacy media, with their stately patina of racism, do not have an issue with his shameless cultural appropriation.

Enough, enough. Oli goes back inside, shuts the phone off and slams it inside a drawer in his studio, where he is safe from it and the zeitgeist. In the studio, at least, he can control his image.

He returns to an unfinished self-portrait in which he is bug-eyed, gaunt, screaming. He works with a palette knife, mixing the paint with the steel and then slapping it to the canvas. His mood begins to lift as the work takes shape; the strokes are loose, energetic. But then the knife slips, and his momentum punches it right through the painting. In one hot, impulsive burst he sends the knife clattering across the room. Oli wrenches the frame from its easel and takes it outside. He drags the broken canvas through the garden, down to the cliff’s edge, and off. For one easy, cathartic moment it hangs suspended on the breeze, then tumbles down and lands face up on the jagged rocks at the water’s edge.

For a terrible moment it lies there, and Oli and his portrait stare each other down. It seems to be taunting him. But then a wave rolls in and the tide whisks it away.

‘Good,’ he grunts with satisfaction. ‘Off you fuck now.’

He trudges back into the house where he finds Anton, breathless, hammering on his front door.











Chapter Twelve




‘Anton.’ Oli is tremendously relieved to see his agent, sweeping him up off the ground in a bear hug. The embrace goes on and on, and Anton, who is uncomfortable with physical intimacy without a clear destination, stiffens.

There’s a fair amount of collateral affection that comes with being Oli’s agent, lots of exaggerated goodwill. ‘Watch out,’ Oli will announce when first meeting a stranger. ‘I’m a hugger!’ This much is true. He has an embrace like a judo throw. One moment you are offering him a hand to shake, the next you are cradled in his arms as his stubble scrapes the top of your head.

When Oli releases him, Anton keeps his hands on the artist’s shoulders, where he can hold him at a sensible, professional distance.

‘Oli,’ Anton says. ‘Thank God. Are you alone? Good. Good.’ He brushes Oli’s shoulders, tugs the collar of his shirt to straighten it. ‘How are you, Oli?’


‘I’m okay, I guess. I’m getting murdered on Twitter.’

‘Don’t worry about Twitter. That’s what Twitter is for. It’s a place for people who want to be bullies but weren’t cool enough in high school. But we’ll have to do something about Instagram. Invite me in, we have work to do.’

Anton has always been Oli’s agent, since long before Oli was Oli in any recognisable sense. He is the artist’s secret weapon, acting as the middleman between his studio and art collectors. That, at least, was the arrangement at the beginning of their relationship. Over the years the role has expanded, and Anton has taken on a greater and greater role in Oli’s affairs, switching one hat for another in increasingly overlapping and ethically conflicted roles. Today he is here as guardian angel and hospice nurse.

When he enters Oli’s studio, Anton exhales with sharp dismay. A taciturn man, not given to displays of emotion, he still grimaces a little as he surveys the scene. Oli does not know what his home smells like, having long ago mortgaged his sense of smell for the ephemeral delight of party drugs, but Anton certainly does. His senses are as sharp as his mind, which is to say, extraordinarily keen.

Nothing about his appearance is remarkable. He’s the sort of man whose order gets forgotten by waiters on their way to the kitchen. None of this is by accident, of course. He lives his life with the steady, honourable purpose of a Roomba.

He moves to the upturned garbage can and, tutting, starts to clean up Oli’s mess.

‘Do you want a beer?’ asks Oli, watching on sheepishly. ‘If I’d know you were coming over, I would have bought some beer.’

‘I don’t want any beer, Oli.’


Anton reaches into his coat to retrieve a perfectly folded tissue. Hitching up his trousers, he squats down and uses it to pick up one of Oli’s spent prophylactics.

‘Don’t look at me like that,’ Oli says. ‘It’s just a condom. If that were Tracy Emin’s bucket of jizz, it would be in the Louvre.’

Anton snorts, a friendly little sound. ‘If Tracy Emin gave me this, I could sell it to the Louvre. But you’re Oli Darling. It’s a different story.’

After his disastrous television appearance, Anton tells him, he couldn’t get him sold in Paris. Not even in Prague. Not even in Melbourne. Although, speaking of Melbourne, they should talk about the next steps. The situation is bad, but worse men had recovered from more grievous faux pas, and Oli shouldn’t worry unduly. Anton has a plan for his public rehabilitation. The wheels are already in motion, provided Oli does exactly as Anton instructs.

‘But not here,’ Anton says, ‘let’s go somewhere . . . nicer. I’ll explain everything. Let’s go for a drive.’

If Oli were a more sensitive man, he would have noticed that the normally demure Anton is rattled. He keeps glancing anxiously at his phone, and a fine dew of sweat beads across his perfectly smooth head, which requires him to produce a white linen kerchief and polish it. But Oli is not the sort to notice details – he’s more a broad brushstrokes kind of a guy.

Anton is the opposite of Oli in many ways. Thoughtful, quiet. Although he is Oli’s closest friend, Oli knows little of his life. Does he have a girlfriend? If he does, he never speaks of her. He never speaks much at all, and never thoughtlessly. He wastes no time, no money, no gesture. Even when he fidgets, it is with a sense of studied purpose – raising his hands to massage the wrinkled folds of his domed head, removing his spectacles to polish them against his shirtsleeves.

The relationship between the two men is impressionistic. Anton is at once mentor, salesman and overseer. On any given day, it is not easy to see where the power lies. Over time, both men have grown convinced that they are responsible for the other’s success. In humbler moments, Oli likes to tell people he has been lucky, which is true, but his luck has hinged entirely on Anton’s work. At the same time, Anton has built his own reputation on Oli’s. Certainly, Anton has made an extraordinary amount of money for Oli, but consequently, also for himself.

Does Oli have any friends that don’t make money off of him? No, not really. But isn’t there an element of give and take in every relationship? And isn’t a smidge of exploitation inherent in the artistic process? Does one not go out of one’s way to help rescue a friend in need on the understanding that they would do the same for you? Anton has rescued Oli countless times, and in return Oli’s work has paid for the sensible late-model Honda they now climb into, and the Sydney office that Anton drives them to.











Chapter Thirteen




Anton’s office is downstairs in a converted townhouse, with his studio apartment above. It’s just off one of those odd five-way intersections that wind through the city, where oxen trails laid down by pirates and plunderers got airs and became roads. There’s something of a metaphor for Sydney in those intersections – what was this city but a pirate colony that got delusions of grandeur? Oli and Anton both feel at home on these streets. Oli makes sense here, in his rumpled but expensive clothes, as does Anton, carefully reversing his Honda into a barely adequate parking space.

‘Move it or lose it,’ he says, clambering out of the car and typing his PIN code into the lock on the security gate. ‘Boom boom.’

Anton learned English by watching American television shows over satellite TV in the nineties, and his office is decorated accordingly. Lots of hardwood furniture and a worn leather couch frame a gallery wall that showcases work from his clients. Pride of place are several of Oli’s pieces, one or two from each major show, that Anton has kept for his private collection. They’ve been arranged in chronological order, so Oli can read the wall like a timeline of his ability evolving over the decade. There is his awkward juvenilia, all those dull flat watercolour self-portraits. Then there is his impressionist flailing in art school, while he struggled to find a sunny spot under the shadow cast by Nolan and Boyd. Finally, his breakthrough – the aggressive, muscular impasto from his breakout collection, Spilled Milk. And, at last, the singular completed painting from his forthcoming River of Violence series.

Oli levers himself wearily into the couch and scans the wall. He does not remember giving Anton ownership of this many paintings. But then, truthfully, he has no memory of producing some of them. His twenties are not so much a blur as a greasy smear of things he might regret if he cared to recall them, which he does not.

His eyes come to rest on a series of studies for his famous Magpie triptych, which now hangs in the lobby of a Circular Quay hotel. That was one of the first big deals that Anton managed to wrangle for him. He can still remember the unreal feeling of the cheque in his hand, that such an insubstantial thing could have so much weight to it.

Oli’s portion of that money had dried up and blown away almost as fast as he could bank it. But Anton had used his to build his agency from a plucky start-up into a boutique so lucrative it had finally become necessary to decamp, with Oli, from Melbourne to Sydney and take advantage of the careless wealth to be found there. These days, Anton’s office has a kind of worn-in respectability that gives no clue to its shabby origin – and neither, for that matter, does Anton.


He is all business as he begins to explain, in granular detail, just how deeply in trouble Oli has put them. The gallery has postponed the exhibition indefinitely until the PR crisis is over. Several works that had been earmarked for auction and resale – which would in turn bring in royalties for Oli – have been withdrawn, or dumped unceremoniously at far below cost. Worse, Anton had already sold several of the new works (not all of them quite finished) to private collectors ahead of time, advancing the money to Oli, who had vanished it in one fashion or another. Some are already asking for their money back.

‘Here,’ says Anton, producing a leather-bound ledger detailing, in tactical detail, every piece of Oli’s art in circulation: who owns it, who they bought it from, as well as the large amounts that collectors had advanced for work that is now functionally worthless.

Oli’s eyes skim the numerical map of his evaporated wealth, uncomprehending. There is something fundamentally askew with Oli; he will never be able to read a spreadsheet, balance a budget. It’s not just that he has no head for numbers, it’s that he feels a physical revulsion for them, for the idea of money. He is vocally, in the press and at parties – and despite his wealth – a Marxist. He pays other people to handle his money for him because he doesn’t like to think about it. He looks at the details of his ruin the way he does anything he finds ugly – with little interest.

In this way, perhaps, he is a great artist, able to see the world as no one else does. The unpleasant reality of this ledger, the proof of his downfall – it feels like an obscenity. He will not look directly at it.

Anton’s explanations are futile; he sighs, takes off his spectacles and polishes them. He opens a desk drawer in search of a cloth, and the noise of the drawer summons the cat, who trundles down the stairs from Anton’s apartment above.

His living companion – a sweet-tempered, obese, overdressed, blue mop of a creature. She flops ostentatiously, sprawls like a David Lynch narrative: frequently and in increasingly absurd configurations. Anton’s cat is such a spherical beast that there would be no way to differentiate head from neck were it not for her diamante collar and silver nameplate, which reads ‘Kalashnikov’.

A strange name for a cat, but Anton is a strange man. He’s the sort of person who is quite happy for no one else to be in on the joke. He loves his own sphere of interests and intrigues, almost as much as he loves his cat, which is almost as much as Oli hates her.

The thing is, Oli doesn’t care for competition. He is jealous of Kalashnikov, and the attention Anton shows her. Over the years he’s come to regard her in the same way as his peers: a nuisance. Whenever another artist gets an exhibition up, or a profile in the paper, he experiences a familiar stab of jealousy and existential panic. He gets the same feeling when he has to share Anton with the cat.

Kalashnikov trills with delight when she sees Anton has company. She stretches one forepaw out in a yawning step, then centres and accelerates. She rushes over to Anton for a lift onto the desk and a kiss on the nose, then flops luxuriously onto the open ledger. Kalashnikov sniffs expensively at the paper, tests it with one probing claw, then seems to change her mind and rolls onto her back. To Anton she offers a cornucopia of belly fur, purring salaciously while he tickles her. Then suddenly she turns, pulls an elaborate rope trick with her spine, and latches onto Anton’s sleeve. She sinks her jaws into his cuff, her tiny eyes narrowed in pleasure, squat little hind legs kicking at Anton’s arm in joyful, vicious bunny kicks.

Anton’s suits never last long. One sleeve is always dapper with a tailored French cuff, the other ragged from the cat’s attention. Ruthless operator that he is, still Anton never has the heart to discourage Kalashnikov. Everyone has their blind spot – Anton’s is taking in expensive strays.

He strokes the cat now – gently bribing her into calm with a packet of liver treats he produces with a flourish from a desk drawer – as he has a long and frank talk with Oli. The gist of it is that there is no time for Oli to feel sorry for himself; his career is dead in the water, and so is Anton’s, unless they can find a way to turn public opinion around. They must temper the fury of the masses, and bring the price of the art back into the black.

But the centre will hold. Anton believes in maths, that there is nothing so chaotic it can’t be controlled with logic. Not even Oli. He’s long had plans in place, fail-safes, redundancies, for a crisis just like this one. Anton knows which moves to make.

He has gone through the myriad opportunities that were open to Oli before his cataclysmic media appearance, triaged them, found those still on offer, and used them to chart a path forward. Each step is carefully calibrated to advance two fronts at once: first, to rehabilitate Oli’s shattered reputation, and second, to bring in enough money to keep the wolves from the door while he does. Anton is calm and measured as he explains each step in the journey, giving no indication of the incredible pressure under which he’s operating.

Anton is not worried – this disaster was always a possibility, perhaps an inevitable part of the plan, the way this or that chess piece must be sacrificed to get the king into position – but he has doubts, existential dilemmas that nip at him, including the possibility that Oli will have to be one of the toppled pieces. Who, after all, on the back row of the board, does not consider themselves the most important part of the game?

‘Do not worry about the maths,’ says Anton, gently sliding the cat off the ledger and closing it. ‘Just promise me you’ll do exactly as I say.’

Anton’s plan, carefully applied to Oli’s public profile in the manner of a defibrillator, will take three stages.

First: Oli will write a memoir – a cri-de-coeur designed to win back public sympathy; a ghostwriter is waiting for him in Melbourne, where they can meet and begin work on the project.

Second: he will embark on a regional lecture tour, bouncing between libraries, artist retreats, high schools and prisons – picking up speaker’s fees as he moves and sowing the seeds of a media charm offensive with regional radio stations and newspapers, who will happily give him a front page and content for his social media.

Third: he will attend a party – a good old-fashioned schmooze with the carelessly wealthy patrons of the art world – where he will charm his way back into fiscal solvency. If even a few tastemakers can be convinced to invest in Oli, the rest of the market will pour like lemmings into the auction house.

So, Oli’s odyssey begins. Anton has come to his rescue, but he cannot do it alone. Oli will have to take charge of his own fate for the first time in many years. He will have to go on a voyage of self-discovery and sombre reflection. Long-held misconceptions clarified, old grudges buried, formative pretensions dismantled.

He will have to journey to the heartland. He will have to suffer the worst of indignities. He will have to write a book.











PART TWO


































Chapter Fourteen




‘Call me male-ish.’ This is what Oli Darling said to the Ghost when she asked his preferred pronouns ahead of their first meeting. It was a joke. Not a very good joke – the sort of joke that a dad might tell to signal that he is across the changing social mores of the new generation but still finds them ludicrous. It shows that he is trying but, at the same time, that he is not trying very hard.

A pedant, which the Ghost is not, might have pointed out that ‘male-ish’ is not a pronoun, barely even a noun – an adjective at best. More than anything, it’s an inelegant way for Oli to jam his sexuality, as men find a way to do, into the most innocuous of exchanges.

It sets a certain tone for everything that is to come after. But of course it’s a pattern of behaviour that was set long before the Ghost came into the play. It’s an inauspicious start to their working relationship, but in the scope of things not a disaster.


The idea of Oli writing a book was first floated by a factotum in a publishing house years ago – someone who has long since left the industry, but not before having the contract approved and sent to Oli, who signed it with Anton as witness. They had celebrated with a long and very expensive dinner in a French bistro in Sydney, under the embarrassing ministrations of a jazz quartet.

The summary at the top of the contract called for a work of autobiography, incorporating lessons and insights into the artistic process – a raw and powerful self-portrait of a rising star. This was long ago. Oli had been ascendent.

He’d signed the contract with the best of intentions. He really did plan to write the book, and for a while, he really tried. For a week or two he circled his desk in a radius that grew and grew – encompassing first the room, then the house, the city. Deciding he needed to find some inspiration, and in an elaborate exercise in procrastination, Oli ended up moving to New York.

Does he regret his time in New York? Never. Nobody in Australian cultural circles takes you seriously unless you smell a little bit like international success. What good are you unless you’ve seen the world beyond your motherland, and can be trusted to shit on it with proper authority?

He spent the obligatory season in New York, trying and failing to crack open the scene. He lived on cheap pizza and expensive wine and, after his clothes grew too snug, cocaine and SoulCycle.

He returned to Sydney thinner, poorer, but rich with appreciation for home, and for the media and galleries waiting for him there. One thing Oli has learned in his lifetime: it’s nice to be a big fish, and there’s nothing wrong with a cosy little pond.

By this time, Oli had forgotten he’d ever dreamt of writing a book. All the while, the publisher’s contract bided its time, deadlines whizzing harmlessly past.

That was years ago. Since then, much has changed in the world of books. Publishing, once the centre of culture, is in flux. Only the intrepid survive – the most piratical, scouring the world for influencers whose clout can be plundered. Turnover is high. By the time Anton dusts off the contract and the riches to be found therein, there is nobody left at the publishing house who remembers acquiring the book.

But there is also nobody there who wants to kill it. No one can say for sure it’s a bad idea. Does a mighty cruise ship alter its course purely because it’s ploughing at full speed into treacherous waters? No, it steams proudly ahead towards its destiny with engine-hot enthusiasm.

There is always the possibility that the media attention that Oli’s cancellation has attracted could translate into a bestseller. Rogues and scoundrels sell just as well as anyone else. The publishers simply cannot tell what the future holds; the finest minds in the business have no more foresight than a soothsayer gutting an animal and poking around in its innards.

Besides, Oli’s timing is auspicious. When Anton calls to enquire about resurrecting the project, the publisher has just encountered a gap in the coming year’s publishing schedule. They decide that, if it’s possible to cobble together a first draft of a manuscript within the month, they will honour the contract – and the obscene sums attached.

So, Oli will spill his guts to the world and earn a chance at redemption. A moment of contrition, a mea culpa, and all will be forgiven.











Chapter Fifteen




Their first meeting takes place in a bar in the heart of Melbourne, chosen as an auspicious venue for its literary reputation. Arts workers spend their evenings drinking and scheming about ways to keep the capital within their tightly controlled circles of nepotism. The bar’s name suggests a siege mentality – a celebration of insularity. Is it a joke? Unclear. Melbourne is a city in which it is impossible to tell where the satire begins and ends. Here, irony is checked at the door along with the Kuwaii coats.

Oli is late. The Ghost is already here, having set herself up at a corner table with a view of the bar, neatly laid out her notebook with her questions, two pens in perpendicular lines, a dictaphone. She wants to look professional.

There is a great deal riding on this for her too. The money, yes, but more importantly the promise of more work to follow. A well-executed manuscript would usher in other, larger pay cheques in the future. She’s had two quick whiskies to steady her nerves, moving the empty glasses to another table to hide the evidence, and is considering a third when Oli walks in.

Although he doesn’t exactly walk in – he sidles, he flumps. Oli enters a room the way a cat falls down stairs – not what you’re expecting, but not without a certain grace. In Oli billows, shedding his leather jacket and a beanie to reveal skin ruddy from the cold. He sees the Ghost, smiles, gives a little wave. She stands as he approaches, extends a hand for a shake, but he sails right past it and her hand crunches awkwardly into his belly. He’s a hugger!

‘Mate!’ he says. ‘I’m Oli.’

He leans to kiss one cheek, then the other, then crashes down into a chair before finally offering his hand. His handshake is firm, crushing – a farmer’s handshake – but the hand itself is soft, and still icy from the night outside.

‘It’s nice to meet you,’ he says. ‘Here in the world’s most garish bar.’ He looks around at the gold paint on the walls, the rows of decorative bookshelves, the vast expanse of burgundy rug. ‘I see you rolled out the red carpet for me.’

‘The venue wasn’t my first choice,’ the Ghost says apologetically. ‘But I don’t mind the kitsch. I thought it might put you at ease if we could have dinner in a Rothko.’

‘Ha!’ Oli’s laugh is a happy bark. ‘You know art?’

‘Sure.’ The Ghost smiles a shrug. ‘I actually went to art school. Same as you, actually.’

‘No shit? You know, you look kind of familiar.’

‘You’ve probably read my by-line. I do a bit of art criticism.’

‘Well, nobody’s perfect.’ Oli picks up the drinks menu. ‘What else do you do? Do you drink? Tell me you drink? Brilliant.’

Oli glances briefly at the menu, orders the second-most expensive wine on the list. The Ghost is thrilled, making a note of Oli’s cavalier way with money. In turn, Oli is thrilled that she is enthusiastic about the wine order. Already they have more of a foundation than many of Oli’s most important relationships.

‘So,’ he says as the waiter pours. ‘I’ve never done this before. This book thing. How does it work?’

‘It’s fairly straightforward.’ The Ghost has never actually done this before either. She’s a freelance arts critic, recruited by a surprising phone call. This is a lateral step for her, but logical enough. She’s written a hundred aggrandising feature articles; Oli’s memoir will just mean a change of perspective from third to first person. In any case, she’ll figure it out. Until then, she will improvise: ‘It goes something like this.’

First, she will ask Oli to tell her about himself – anecdotes, memories – and then she will type them up and link them together where it feels like they join naturally.

‘Just like putting together a jigsaw puzzle,’ she says.

‘What happens if the pieces don’t fit? I’ve lost a few along the way. It’d make a pretty ordinary jigsaw. What if I’m boring? Will you just make some shit up?’

‘Where necessary, I might write a sentence or two in your voice, just to line things up.’

‘Righto.’ Oli sniffs his wine, frowns into the glass. ‘To be honest, that sounds like fucking torture.’

‘At first.’ The Ghost angles the dictaphone to better pick up Oli’s voice. ‘But it gets better.’

‘Yeah? I’ve heard that before.’

‘Me too,’ she says. ‘From men, mainly.’

‘Too true.’ Glasses clink, and they begin.











Chapter Sixteen




They start to warm up as the bottle of wine evaporates. Rapport is built, and suddenly they are excited about the prospect of writing a book together. All would seem well. However, although they have not yet begun the work, the project is already mortally wounded. There has been a fatal misconception; the subtle intimacies of creative collaboration are straining under the mistaken belief that the other party is the grown-up in the room. Specifically, that the other will pick up the bill.

Sharing this folly, they plunge into the deep end of the wine list. At this moment, each assumes the other has access to immense wealth. Oli because of his natural, deep-seated instinct to mooch, but also because he is operating on an understanding of publishing expense accounts informed by movies, where writers are depicted as wealthy, charming and influential – screenwriters engaged in such onanistic wish fulfilment, it would make a transient jacking off on the bus blush.


The Ghost, for her part, has done her homework. She knows the extraordinary sums Oli’s artworks have sold for in recent years. Up until this PR nightmare, some of his works fetched low seven figures when they went under the hammer. Now, not so much. Although there is still an unlucky auction house in Sydney, the Ghost has found in her research, that has one of Oli’s minor works guaranteed at a million dollars.

What does a guarantee mean? Essentially, it is a bet on an artwork’s value. To secure the prestige of taking an artwork to market, an auction house will promise a minimum sale price. If the bidding falls short of that amount, the auction house will instead buy it for the guaranteed sum. Conversely, if it sells for more, the auction house takes an extra cut as payment for assuming the risk – typically 50 per cent of anything above the guarantee. It’s insurance for the seller as well as a bet on a work’s value from the auction house. Just a little while ago, this consignment would have seemed an unmissable opportunity for an Australian auctioneer; it was rare that an Oli Darling would be put under the hammer in Sydney and not New York, Miami, Basel.

Before all this, Oli had a dream run. He’d never had a show that didn’t sell out the day it opened, if not before, with those works going on to fetch eye-watering sums at auction. The Ghost knows ‘eye-watering’ is a cliché, and stays away from phrases like that in her writing, but this is not hyperbole. Looking over the prices even Oli’s minor works went for, her eyes had welled up a little. Years of hovering on the poverty line have left her unable to imagine a world where a man could be given such wealth and not have it last him a lifetime.

In this way, the Ghost is pleased to be treated to a fancy night out. She has not had good luck in life but likes the finer things as much as anyone. She surmises, naively if not unreasonably, that Oli is showing her a good time, buttering her up because he wants her to portray him winningly.

For his part, by the time the second bottle arrives Oli has functionally forgotten he is there to write a book. He has misplaced the fact that he is broke, destitute, there as a measure of last resort. So he is startled when the Ghost picks up her pen and asks: ‘So why do you want to write a book?’

‘Why do you reckon?’ He shrugs. ‘They drove up with a ute full of money.’

She thinks he is joking. This error is another neat encapsulation of their dynamic and, if the pair were to grasp it now, it would save them a lot of time. But the night is already clouded with wine.

The Ghost does not comprehend the dire state of Oli’s finances even though he keeps bringing them up, dwelling at forlorn length on the fortunes he’s misplaced. There are some things in life – meals, uppers, wine, hotels, love – that become somehow unsatisfying the more you’re able to pay for them, but still, he persists. And that persistence, coupled with a terrible head for business (he will never really learn how to read a contract, poor Oli), means that despite his astonishing income, his debts have accumulated.

His brand – louche, unaffected, laid back – takes a lot of money to maintain. His signature thrown-together look of a beat-up motorcycle jacket over a flannel shirt requires constant investments in new vintage clothes. Who would have known there could be such tiny, invisible flaws in near-identical winter coats that (like summer flings) provide happiness for a week or two, only to then reveal themselves as uncomfortable, constrictive, unflattering? Oli knows, frowning into the mirror each morning, then fetching his laptop to browse vintage boutiques.

He’s a soft mark for online shopping, our Oli. His brain is wired in such a way that he will see a ten-thousand-dollar garment on sale for nine thousand and leap after it before the opportunity escapes. The possibility that he’s being bamboozled never occurs to him. Just like he will never be able to walk through a duty-free store in the airport without stocking up on French cigarettes and Japanese whiskies that (like winter flings!) will prove too rough and too sweet, respectively, as well as a bottle of Bvlgari eau de parfum.

He refuses to travel without his signature scent, but never remembers to decant it into a bottle that doesn’t shatter the moment it comes within cooee of an airline baggage check. Every time he unpacks his suitcase at his destination he is surprised and dismayed anew to find the bottle has shattered, his moto jackets ruined.

And all those jackets – before he ruins them, he needs somewhere to hang them up, so we can’t forget the rent he pays for his too-large, too-grand country home. While it has ample closet space, it also requires rent now far beyond his means.

Then of course there is the debt he owes to his drug dealer, Medici, who is calling him at this very moment. Oli glances at his phone, mutes it, and places it face down on the table where it can’t bother him. He has more urgent problems.

The Ghost is a culture writer, so she is used to celebrities and their niche complaints – the hidden taxes a holiday home in Italy accrues, the abysmal resale value of luxury cars. And this is exactly the kind of thing that Oli would have said with a straight face just a few weeks ago. But now his complaints are genuine, and tinged with a little panic. He has been spending so much, for so long, that his overheads seem farcical, an unreal sum, more than can be accrued honestly in a lifetime. Again and again he complains of having no money, and each time the Ghost wrestles the conversation back to art. Still the penny does not drop for the Ghost. Not even when, towards the end of the second bottle of wine, Oli’s hand slinks towards the menu’s charcuterie pages.

By the time the third bottle arrives, Oli is holding court. Talking comes easily to him; he knows how to talk about art, and he knows how to talk about himself. Names of other artists, celebrities and politicians drop out of his mouth, clang, clang, clang, and scatter across the table, coming to rest heavily among the small plates – crusts of bread, olive stones, the ghosts of baby octopuses.

The Ghost knows from long experience that it’s best to just wind artists up and then let them talk. Let the tape run while they complain about their peers, transcribe it, cut out the defamation, and the bones of the story present themselves.

The best way to get them rolling is to get at their most deeply held grievance. Every celebrity she’s met has a private conception of themselves that is at odds with their public persona. The most well-adjusted people can be a little discombobulated by the gap between their self-image and their public profile, but for some people – famous people – that rift can be a genuine trauma. The Ghost suspects Oli is one of them. All she has to do is find the thing that Oli doesn’t want the world to know and pour salt into the wound.

After a few misfired questions, she hits the bullseye.

‘When did you know you were an artist?’ she asks.


‘Oh, I don’t know, mate.’ There is a long pause, a reflective grunt. Oli is struggling to open an oyster the waiter has served au naturel, nestled in a bowl of rock salt alongside a shucking knife. ‘How does anyone become an artist? You have a dream, and you pursue that dream until all other avenues in life are closed to you. Someone convinces you it’s a good idea, and after a while it’s easier to keep going than turn back.’

‘And who was it that convinced you?’

There is no response. If Oli has heard the question, he does not show it. He is distracted, straining with the knife, a bead of sweat on his brow. The oyster cracks open. The Ghost’s question has dislodged a gritty memory from where it was, until now, safely pearlescent inside Oli’s skull.











Chapter Seventeen




Let’s go back in time. To the ending millennium and a sleepy, sun-baked town in the middle of nowhere. It was: cattle and cane, rusting industrial presses in overgrown sugar fields, one church and three pubs. A backwater town, although backwater is not quite the right word, because the town was a long way from the nearest body of water, and even further from the coast and the city. The sort of town authors write into their story as a byword for a certain kind of hopelessness and rural gothica. Oli’s home town.

It was the worst part of summer. The season’s sullen peak, when the sun of the preceding months curdled into wet heat. The cattle panted in their sheds, and the sugarcane that stretched for eternity crackled with complaint at the slightest provocation from the wind. In some parts of the country that humidity would break into cyclones that levelled everything they touched, but not in this town. Nothing ever happened in this town.


It’s here that Oli grew up – at that moment was nearly done growing up, about to meet the boy that would change his life.

‘I’m Oliver,’ said Oli, introducing himself to the new boy in class, a strange, gentle kid who wore a cap with a daffodil embroidered above the brim.

‘Oli,’ the boy said, and in this stranger’s mouth Oli could hear the music in his own name. It sounded appealing, comforting, this lazy contraction; the aristocratic waste of a syllable in ‘Oliver’ had curled up upon the boy’s tongue. The way he said it sounded raw, in a way that balanced out his surname, Darling.

Already too soft for this town, his name would have made him easy prey for bullies, were it not for the weight of the Darling family name. Descended from a bloodthirsty grazier who had cleared the land with axe, backhoe, rifle and smallpox, they still owned vast acreage generations later, and there was still little that was gentle about the Darling family.

Oli’s handshake was already crushing, although at sixteen years old there was not a muscle on him. So he was disconcerted by the softness of the other boy’s handshake, as cool and brief as a snowflake caught in the palm.

‘I’m Rio,’ said the boy. ‘Rio Green.’

Rio was the first to encourage Oli to pursue art. One of many firsts, actually. Oli’s first real friend, or at least, the first friend who was real with Oli.

Rio had exotic desires, plans for adulthood. Ambitions. He wanted to be an artist, filled whole exercise books with elaborate illustrated stories. To keep him company, Oli started dabbling. Just fucking around, really – doodling – but Oli found that he liked to draw, and Rio urged him to pursue it, to draw specific scenes, and gushed over the results.


‘These are awesome,’ he told Oli, shifting through loose-leaf landscape sketches and clumsy portraits. ‘You should try and sell these.’

Oli did so, sending the sketches in a stamped self-addressed envelope to a magazine based in Melbourne, whereupon they were returned with a polite but curt rejection letter. But no matter. The damage was done. For the first time, somebody had believed in Oli. The kindling of talent inside him was starting to catch alight. This, in retrospect, was a precious moment – before ego started to rage, before the stifling self-doubt that came as adulthood encroached. When he could just make something for the joy of it.

Nobody had ever seen Oli’s drawings except Rio, but the reviews were good. That adoration was vital for Oli. In the early days, you need someone to push you along. If you were lucky, some talent was unearthed in the process. For now, Oli and Rio believed in each other, and that was all they needed.

For his birthday, Rio bought Oli a packet of A4-sized stretched canvases, a box of Derwent watercolour pencils. It was the first gift that felt destined for him. As far as gifts go, you can’t go bigger than giving someone their destiny.











Chapter Eighteen




That memory, when tugged, brings with it another, and a gentle echo of the hallucination that gripped him on the panel show the other day. For a moment Oli is far away, in a hot, still bedroom, running his fingers over a box of Derwents, neatly lined up in the tin. On the table in the bar, his fingers search for those long-lost pencils but find only the stem of his wine glass. That now holds the dregs of the third bottle – a lovely, booze-forward Tempranillo.

Is there something wrong with his health? His brain? Is it fallout from decades spent treating his own body like an amusement park ride? Has he done too many drugs? Has he not done enough? It is unlikely he has done exactly the correct amount for his constitution, Oli reckons, staring blankly into space, quite lost.

The Ghost pours him more wine, bringing him back to the room.


‘Was there a particular moment you knew you were an artist?’ she persists.

‘There was a particular person. Rio Green. He was my . . . friend. My best friend, really. In high school, I guess he opened my eyes up to what I could create.’

‘A muse?’

‘More of a mirror,’ Oli suggests. ‘You know, he was this weird, arty kid, and until I met him I didn’t know that was something you could be. We were country kids. If we lived in the city we might have had this group of other outcast weirdos. But it was a tiny town where everyone knew each other. So the two of us had this secret little world, I guess.’

‘How secret?’

‘Well, my dad had his suspicions.’

Before long, Rio had taken up all of his time, which worried Oli’s dad so much it carved two deep grooves either side of his frown. Oliver Darling Sr had been waiting in vain for his son to become a proper bloke, to take interest in the things he was passionate about: hard work, cold beer and specific codes of football. He would survive if that never happened, but it was unacceptable to him that Oli’s great love seemed to be drawing pictures with his weird little friend.

‘He did his best to make a “real man” out of me.’ Oli crooks his fingers for the scare quotes here. ‘Whatever that means. Who knows what he was thinking? All I know is around the time Rio and I started hanging out, Dad started getting weird with me. Wanted me to take on a bigger role on the farm. Whenever one of the cows got sick or a sheep needed slaughter, he’d drive me out with a shotgun and make me do it in front of him. I still remember the smells – oil before the bang, bit of kickback, and blood after.’











Chapter Nineteen




It had been important to Oli’s dad (Oliver Sr, third in a line of Olivers, of which Oli would likely be the last) that his son be comfortable with killing. The old man was bullish on a certain kind of taciturn dignity and, through his eyes, Oli screamed through childhood waving red flags.

This was doubly problematic since the family fortune depended on the rearing and slaughter of beasts. His father insisted that it wasn’t cruel to kill the animals who had been lovingly raised for that purpose – that vegetarians and latte-sipping inner-city bleeding hearts who would never set eyes on an animal outside of a petting zoo didn’t understand the reality of living on the land.

Mr Darling knew the name and favourite food of every cow in his field. Which of them carefully searched the paddock every morning for flowers to gobble, which of them grew sleepy in the afternoon and had little, swaying snoozes in the soft sun, which of them was afraid of magpies and which one liked to scratch her ribs against the rough bark of the lonely gumtree in the middle of the paddock.

‘Nobody loves animals more than a farmer,’ Oliver Sr had told Oli one Sunday afternoon, not long after his tenth birthday, while sharpening the knife he used to castrate calves. ‘Nobody. Now come here and help me kill this chook.’

The poor chook. The family Darling did not need to slaughter their own meat. They did not even butcher their cows, merely took them to market, where they were transubstantiated into the meat and milk that the Darling fortune was built on. They were, by the standards of the town they lived in, wealthy indeed. There was no reason to trouble the poor chickens; affable, dead-eyed bantams kept for the eggs and, once upon a time, as playmates for the toddler Oli, who had chased them about the yard on his plump little legs.

Perhaps it was the girly-pitched squeals of delight, the child’s lack of interest in playing with Tonka trucks or the other boyish toys supplied to him (preferring instead a pair of old-fashioned wooden dolls) that ultimately inspired his father to one day seize his ten-year-old son and coach him through the decapitation of one of these chickens.

It went poorly. Oli was scarcely strong enough to hold the hatchet, nor cruel enough to swing with any conviction. It took five distinct whacks to achieve the desired result.

His father was left dismayed. ‘Sissy,’ he muttered as he walked off, not quite out of earshot. He did not want to see his child sniffling over a dead bird and so didn’t witness the dismembered creature twitching and rising from the chopping block, stumbling after Oli. The boy fled in abject terror.


It was not supernatural, this incident, nothing ghoulish; the axe had missed the brainstem, that’s all. The poor bird eventually died from the blood loss.

For Oli, the memory remains a formative moment of Oedipal rage. He understands the reason for his father’s practical cruelty, the way he looked at his son with fear and pity every time he burst into tears when the cattle went to market. His dad was trying to make a man of him.

But Oli understood the assignment a little too well. If you can find a way to align moral superiority with your desires – to make the awful thing you just really, really want to do seem like something noble – then you can get away with anything. That is the real lesson that Oli was internalising as he whimpered and wept and ran from the revenant chook. You can justify anything if you believe you deserve the thing you want.











Chapter Twenty




Lost in memory, Oli finds himself telling the Ghost about Rio, about his father’s anxiety over their friendship, his ornicidal attempt to repair his oversensitive son. The story with the chicken seems a little heavy-handed with the symbolism, but he finds there’s no way to talk about his childhood without it.

When Oli tells this story to the Ghost it is through a prism of humour, the difficult memory lightly dusted with irony and insulated by a practised delivery. Over the years he has told that story many times, and the Ghost dutifully writes it down. She thinks that the anecdote, in its own clumsy way, celebrates the spirit of all animals who refuse to give up, not out of tenacity or purity of spirit, but because they are too dumb to know they are dead.

‘Jesus,’ says the Ghost. ‘I’m sorry that happened to you.’

‘Long time ago. Not a big deal.’ Oli shrugs. ‘Probably was for the chook.’


Bottle of wine number four arrives. There’s a lull while the waiter struggles with the cork and then the Ghost picks up her line of inquiry.

‘And where’s Rio now? Is he an artist too? Are you still friends?’

‘He’s dead.’ Oli reaches for a king prawn and cracks it open without breaking eye contact with the Ghost. ‘I moved to Melbourne, and he stayed. He was back home working on the land and the tractor rolled over and crushed him. Bled out in a wheat field.’

‘Fucking hell.’

‘Fucking hell. One hundred per cent.’ Oli nods once, sharply. ‘You know my painting, Thresher? That’s what inspired that. I couldn’t get the image out of my head, so I put it on the canvas.’

The Ghost waits a respectful moment while Oli butters his prawn and takes a bite. ‘I love that painting,’ she says. ‘So tender. So brutal.’

‘Yeah, brutal. But art is life and, you know, that’s what life is. Brutal. It’s not Brett Whiteley sitting on the harbour painting the lovely view.’ He points the prawn carcass at her to emphasise the point. ‘It’s struggle. It’s hard yakka. As a kid, I wasn’t seeing any of that in the art world. No one like me was getting exhibited. So I knew I had to do it. I suppose that’s the moment I became an artist.’

It’s a decent line, the sort that would fit well in a book, and they both know it. Scribble scribble scribble goes the Ghost’s pen.

‘I’ve been lucky, I know,’ says Oli. He cracks open another prawn and uses his fingers to delicately spill its guts. ‘But sometimes that’s all it takes. One person comes along and believes in you, at exactly the right time, and your real life begins.’


As he says this, Oli realises he has never articulated this thought to himself. He feels he has never said a truer thing. Naturally, he is wrong.

Oli does not need one person to believe in him; he needs many hundreds of thousands of people to do so, to appreciate his work, admire his heart and soul as he has shaped them on the canvas. He needs his photo in the weekend paper and his name spoken behind his back. If he cannot rely on the gentle humming of admiration that lifts his spirit when he goes online to search for his own name, then where can he turn?

There is one person, though, who may yet dig Oli out of his grave. We have already been introduced to them, but let’s meet them again, as though for the first time.











Chapter Twenty-One




This was 2004. We have travelled back in time nearly two decades, although only a few hundred metres down Swanston Street – just a few minutes’ ride on a damp, clanking tram to the cultural precinct of Melbourne. It was the first day of class for Oli at art school, where he felt painfully friendless.

Take a minute to imagine him. Tall, thin, gangly, scuttling into class like a startled bug and folding his legs in a complicated ballet in order to fit under the little plastic tables of the teaching studio. Black skinny jeans, black t-shirt, hair dyed black, the nails of one hand – only one – painted with matte-black polish. Also? Rings. Silver and onyx, three of them.

He had selected this outfit carefully, a sort of costume for the person he wanted to become. It was all wrong, of course. Based on bits and pieces of people he’d met when, one formative evening in his first days in the city, he wandered from his college pub crawl into the skankiest bar in Collingwood. Following that night he’d lost virginities he didn’t even know he’d had – shed alongside the polo shirts and iron-free chinos of home.

Gone, too, was his family, jettisoned after a disastrous Christmas when he’d told his parents that he’d reached the end of his agricultural science degree and would now renege on his promise to return home and resume the life of a farmer. Instead, he wanted to be an artist.

‘I don’t think I’d be a very good farmer,’ he’d reasoned with Oliver senior. His grades, after all, had been middling. He had no affinity with the agricultural sciences – any sort of science. Instead, he’d spent his days – and the money his parents wired him – on culture. He’d found himself, literally and figuratively, in the art galleries, theatres and gay bars of Melbourne. It was this last part, in retrospect, that Oli’s parents objected to the most, although they took none of it well. They were probably never going to embrace the news, but the way Oli broke it to them, at the end of a long, boozy Christmas lunch, was a grave miscalculation. Again, Oli has never had a head for numbers.

It was nasty, Hobbesian conversation – Olivers senior and junior both red-faced and screaming at each other over a loaded pub trestle table, while Oli’s mother, demure in her navy party dress, hissed, ‘Oliver, stop it, you’re causing a scene.’

Oli returned to Melbourne smouldering with salvaged dignity but without his trust fund. A few years trying to make a name for himself as an artist and some existential flailing in sharehouses followed, culminating in the decision to go to art school. What would replace his lost inheritance – or his family – he did not yet know, but hoped to find there.

The nightclubs of Melbourne had filled him with synthetic empathy and talk of chosen family. The MDMA was particularly good that year, giving Oli an unrealistic expectation of how interesting most people in life would be, and how welcoming. The poor boy had no idea. In idle moments, leading up to the start of classes, he sometimes worried that he would be judged by his cohort. It was far worse than that: he was ignored.

That was art school. Everybody in the room was the best-dressed person in the world, inscrutable and worldly in ways it would take Oli the three years of his degree, and then some, to understand.

He did not know what he was doing. His idea of cool didn’t translate; everyone was so very flamboyant, or else nursing a quiet, brooding intensity, sitting in class with their arms crossed in a way that implied they were in possession of some dark, existential secret.

Oli felt he was the most boring person in art school, and sadly, he was right. It was true that he was talented, but everyone there was talented. The entire class had been admitted on folio – Oli had submitted an old watercolour, a portrait of a naked youth lying by a pool. That painting, Daffo, is fine, but no more than that.

At times his lecturers wondered if they’d made the wrong choice in admitting him. The other students were better suited to the course. Oli was a little older than them, and the years he’d wasted at uni doing his agriculture degree and then in odd jobs had dug a ditch between him and the others. Most of them were just out of high school, still in their late teens. Of course they were all just as insecure as him, but the insecurities of a teen are less urgent than those of a drifting arty bogan racing towards thirty.

The other students had cool clothes and expensive haircuts. Oli’s hairstyle was a greasy mullet, at precisely the historical moment where the mullet was at its least fashionable. It was first given to him in childhood by a country barber, a properly shit haircut – humiliating, damaging. Evermore, any time he visited a barber they would try to repair it and only manage to bring back the spectre of the original.

Oli worried about his haircut all the time back then. He knew it marked him as kind of a dag, not realising for years that this was an advantage. Outside the company of art-school arseholes, it made him relatable. Made him marketable. He was, with the exception of a few unlucky farm animals, in no way threatening to anyone. His incredible averageness would, in time, become his saving grace.











Chapter Twenty-Two




That was a time in Oli’s life when he was both bored of everything and terrified at the way time passed. He was in the prime of life and tired of it anyway. Tired all the time, actually. Just bone-weary. It seemed he was always labouring but never achieved much of anything – only bouncing between sharehouses and the studio space he rented above the 7-Eleven on the corner of Brunswick and Johnston streets.

The studio, shared with a handful of other aspiring artists, took up the second floor of a building with no insulation and no ventilation, unless you cracked open the ancient bay windows to let the noise of the traffic in. It was a tricky sort of a building, almost derelict – but for the heritage facades, it would have been demolished long ago to make way for apartments and brunch spots, eager as choking vines.

Time spent in the studio felt worse than useless. In the stillness, Oli had the sensation that time was accelerating around him. He felt, acutely, the inertia of his life, his dreams and his ambitions spinning away from him.

On nights set aside for work, he would pick up his paintbrushes and stare in panic at his canvases until anxiety drove him to the unexpectedly ornate art-deco window for a calming cigarette. He would crack it wide enough to let in the night while he smoked, tracing figures in the fogged-up glass with his fingers until he gave up on work for the night, downed tools, and went to one of the bars on the street downstairs.

In that way, his youth passed, never to return. He did not know with what he was supposed to replace it, and the answers were not found in a Fitzroy bar, no matter how long and hard he searched. He was grateful for the student loans provided by the government, which covered food and rent in a sharehouse, but not much else. College, and his agricultural science course, had not prepared him for the sheer amount of work art school required – the all-day workshop classes followed by the long nights producing new work. He found that he was good at painting, yes, but not overly so. Not enough that he didn’t have to work his arse off. His peers seemed to have downtime in which to ruin their lives – messy affairs, bands, trips to Turin – but he could find time for nothing except the work.

He took all the wrong lessons from art school, too. He spent his time learning to sculpt and sketch and paint, breaking the world down into concepts, nudes into cylinders and triangles – and no time flirting with the teachers who were placed to get him representation and gallery space. Poor Oli, only he could enter the art world in the prime of his life and not figure out that success was not about what you did but how you did it and who was watching. He entered the final days of art school in 2007 – gaunt, exhausted – with a sense of triumph and a portfolio of canvases that nobody wanted to buy.

At least by the end of it all he had actually managed to find some peers with whom to spend his twenties. A group of like-minded friends drawn together in that peculiar, neophyte way that art school kids embrace each other, centred on an insatiable hunger for beauty and wonder, and also drugs.

Oli’s memories of those years play out with a ketamine-dream logic. The way he recalls it, he is inert, lying very still on the sticky carpet of a sharehouse, while the world moves around him in a series of jerky freeze-frames. He’s lying on the floor listening to records as a parade of friends, lovers, enemies lie down next to him, get up, zip about the room, leave. The years have passed, the sun is up, it’s cold. Nearly everyone has left the party. Of those that remain, he is the only one without a trust fund.

Because of course his friends had been secretly wealthy all along. People only pursue a career in the arts if they are mad, stupid, or launched out over a cushion of immense privilege. The most successful, it seemed, had the hat-trick. Or should that be a triptych? This was a word he had learned at art school and deployed relentlessly later on, once he realised he could sell the same idea three times.

In any case, Oli learned too late the unfathomable error he had made in provoking his father to disown him. His pride was a non-fungible asset – it had no value to anyone but him. For a fleeting, insane moment, the idea of living authentically had seemed more valuable than a bank account in which a fortnightly stipend materialised without question. He’d thought pride in his identity and wide-eyed honesty were commodities he could trade. What a fool. The role of an artist is not to be honest but to metabolise shame while someone else pays the bills. Without independent wealth, he could barely consider himself an artist.

He was angry. With his peers, certainly, for cosplaying so expensively as starving bohemians, then growing bored with it all and suddenly revealing themselves to have real estate, investment portfolios, impending marriages to doctors or architects, all of which would give them ample funds and time to pursue their artistic practice. But more so he was angry with himself for not paying attention as the world turned around him.











Chapter Twenty-Three




‘It’s your Saturn return,’ said a young man in the Old Bar, one late night in 2007. ‘Right now, Saturn occupies the same place in the sky as at the moment of your birth. A time of tests and challenges, endings and beginnings. This is the point when everything starts to change.’

Moments earlier the man had stumbled in from the street and slopped himself onto an adjacent barstool, swivelled back and forth a few times to find his balance, then turned and placed a hand on Oli’s leg by way of conversation starter. Not an auspicious opener. Oli was not fussy, but not without any standards, and his heart sank when astrology came up.

‘If I have to know your star sign,’ Oli growled, ‘I have a two-drink minimum.’

The man tilted his head playfully, which made his eyes roll about in their sockets. ‘Maybe you should buy me a drink? Don’t I deserve one too?’


‘You’ve had enough,’ said Oli. ‘And besides. It’s my birthday.’

This was a line he often used back then. That night, it also happened to be true. It was Oli’s twenty-eighth birthday, and he’d spent most of it sulking. A vicious quarter-life crisis had king hit him while he was perched on his bar stool: he was now older than Jean-Michel Basquiat would ever be. Since his first class at art school he’d idolised Basquiat, sought to emulate him, but now he’d been lapped by a dead man.

More than a quarter of a century wasted, and nothing to show for it. Oli had always assumed that he would be rich and famous by this age, or at least dead and famous. To be in the waning hours of his youth without achieving either was intolerable.

Also intolerable – his new friend at the bar, who revealed himself to be drinking alone because he was annoying, and perhaps more than a little crazy. Oli wished he had never given him the means of discerning his star sign. It was compatible with this man’s, he knew, because the man had it tattooed on his bicep.

He had other tattoos: a compass, some Sanskrit script, a Confucianist symbol. Conflicting ideologies fought for space on his body as though his finely tuned cum gutters were a stretch of theologically significant real estate. The conversation itself was a conflict, the man’s grab-bag of deeply held and incompatible beliefs a struggle that Oli had to overcome to reach his goal, which was to procure the cocaine that the stranger kept hinting he had stashed in his messenger bag.

Oli surmised, by the grinding of the man’s jaw and his increasingly sweaty overtures, that he had little time to secure the bag before it was consumed entirely. He did some rapid and gloomy arithmetic – would he go home with the stranger if it meant free drugs? Was he really that thirsty? That lonely? That desperate?

He was. He found himself in a bathroom stall, doing a line off the back of a toilet cistern, and shortly afterwards, back in his studio, trying to snort a puddle of blow off the small of the man’s back. The man had insisted upon this, that Oli treat him like a coffee table, adamant it would be very hot, but had not taken into account the impracticality of the fantasy. The sweaty, trembling spine of a stranger was not the ideal platform for drugs.

A great deal of the powder, tremendously expensive and rare, was lost this way – and with it all momentum. All at once, the situation became untenable. Oli’s cold, dirty studio, and his drug-fuelled performance anxiety, were sorely testing the stranger’s patience and jaw muscles. They waited half the night to call it a day.

As the man pulled on his coat, he tutted. ‘What a waste. Maybe you should see someone . . .’ He waved a dismissive hand towards the sofa Oli lay on, scrunched and rumpled. ‘A doctor. Or a decorator, maybe.’

The jibe, delivered on the way out the door, sat heavily with Oli. He would be spending his birthday alone after all, watching midnight tick over on his mobile phone, sat in a sad still life; half-finished self-portraits, crusty paintbrushes, an even crustier dinner of a sausage roll and half a crumpled packet of Stuyvesant Lights.

He moved to the painting he’d been working on. It was a big, bold statement piece – a wild shriek of a painting that he envisioned would be his graduation piece. It was huge, half as tall as he was, a Big M carton lying on its side, hot-pink milk spilling out across textured concrete. He’d spraypainted the words ‘Spilled Milk’ over the top with a punk flourish.


It had felt cool earlier in the night, but now when he picked up the brush to resume the work, it seemed hackish. He’d been going for Basquiat but landed closer to Baselitz. Now he didn’t know how to find his way back. He realised he’d forgotten to clean his brush before going down to the bar and the acrylic had dried solid. He swore and hurled the brush against the wall, then felt silly at his outburst.

The night was still and cold. Even the chaos of the street below seemed muted – the drunk and high all tucked away from the chilly night. All was still except for Oli’s mind, which churned with want and loss. There are few things worse for the soul than doing drugs when you’re lonely, but one of them is doing a very small amount of drugs and then being left alone without more.

At a loose end, Oli called the one person in the world he knew would pick up – his drug dealer, Anton.











Chapter Twenty-Four




Oli felt terribly sorry for himself. His ego was starting to sputter. Gloom wrapped its tender hands around him, swaddled him, sent its soothing chill down his raw and ragged nerves. His high-octane arrogance, cut with dirty, burning insecurity, had carried him this far, all the way from his stifling country town, but had now reached its nadir.

But no worries. Right on time, change is on the way. Oli could hear it coming, puttering through the congested backstreets of Fitzroy: the sound of Anton’s Toyota Camry.

In 2007, the car du jour for Melbourne’s drug dealers was the Mitsubishi Lancer. That whole winter you could hear the roar of after-market exhaust pipes as dealers flitted from house party to apartment to drag race at the lights outside Elsternwick Macca’s. What followed, inevitably, was police attention, the poor dealers loaded into the back of patrol cars, the beautiful cars towed away with canary-yellow impound stickers on the window.


None of that for Anton. Anton drove a sensible, nondescript car with good fuel economy. His goal was to be so anonymous that someone next to him at a traffic light might forget him even while they were looking at him, which was necessary, because his car was stuffed to the gills with contraband that represented either many thousands of dollars or some serious prison time, depending on its final destination.

His final destination tonight was Oli, who was pacing in his studio, impatient for Anton to find a carpark. When the satisfying clunk of a car door slamming and then the chime of the doorbell reached Oli, he brightened. His heart skipped like a stone flung by a delighted child.

This Pavlovian reaction was, on reflection, a bad sign. But he had no time to worry about that now, because here was Anton with the baggy.

‘Oli,’ Anton murmured in greeting. His voice was barely audible, his chin tucked into his FUBU puffer jacket, which rustled and squeaked as he extracted a hand from a pocket for an elaborate fist bump with his client. ‘Late night?’

‘It’s my birthday.’

‘Ah! Happy birthday! How old?’

Oli told him, and Anton nodded thoughtfully while he placed a bag containing a gram of powder in Oli’s palm. ‘It’s your Saturn Return. It means everything is about to change.’

‘Don’t you fucking start.’

Oli accepted the bag and retrieved the shaving mirror he kept for these special occasions. Normally he was thrifty with his drugs, tapping tiny increments carefully from the bag with the edge of a key, consuming it in tiny wedges, then coming back for one more the way a person on a diet demolishes an entire cake, slice by slice. Tonight he tore the baggy open and dumped all the powder out in one go. He felt reckless. Saturn, he’d heard, was returning. He would be watching for it with eyes wide open.

With practised movements of his credit card, Oli assembled a neat little row of lines, hoovered one up, then offered the mirror to Anton.

‘No, thank you,’ Anton said. ‘It’s a school night.’

This much was true. Anton had a criminal outlook on life, true, but he’d only arrived at that through pure logic. Selling drugs was not a lifestyle, just a well-paying job he could do at night. By day, he studied business at the University of Melbourne. He planned to go into property development.

But none of that was why he demurred. It was because he was a little closer to the supply chain than Oli, meaning he understood that the Dadaist assemblage of protein powder, dental anaesthetic and drain cleaner that was marketed as ‘cocaine’ in Melbourne was closer to the work of Duchamp than that of Bolivian farmers.

Anton was happy to spend time with Oli, who wheedled and pleaded about his birthday, but would choose a healthier option. ‘I’ll take a cigarette, though.’

He shed his FUBU and took a seat, accepting a cigarette and then a light from Oli.

Anton understood that loneliness was an economy, like everything else. When connection, friendship and self-esteem were scarce, they sold at a premium. His job would not pay nearly so well if sadness wasn’t endemic in the city. There are myriad reasons to get high, but being alone in a freezing garret isn’t a good one. A strange feeling stirred in Anton’s chest. Not kindness, nor pity – not exactly. More a feeling of . . . why not? It wouldn’t kill Anton to sit with wretched Oli, try and cheer him up a little.


He was surprised to find he liked Oli’s company. The artist busied himself cutting lines, and soon he was yelling excitedly about Pink Floyd records while Anton smoked, lighting the next cigarette off the last. When the time came for a top-up, Oli fretting with the mirror and credit card, Anton wandered through the studio, considering artworks.

Oli often did this himself. On quiet, uninspired nights, he floated through the open areas of the common studio, where other emerging artists worked in their spaces, demarcated by squares of tape on the floor. He would tour his rivals’ work until schadenfreude recharged his batteries. But recently, this had become problematic. The worst possible thing that could happen to an artist had happened to Oli – worse than poverty and melancholia, and the million methods of physical, spiritual and financial self-harm that stem from it. His friends were becoming successful.

At that moment, Oli had nothing of the sort in his future. There was an exhibition scheduled, a group show by his graduating class. It was a formality, a rite of passage, but he was not looking forward to it. In these final months of art school his professors had dropped any pretence that they were interested in him or his work. The polite, measured compliments had stopped, and his emails went unanswered.

Meanwhile, some of his classmates were getting hung on the walls of boutiques around Melbourne. They had group shows, solo shows, gallery shows, profiles in the local papers, in the national paper, representation. He was even jealous of the ones who quit, who had realised the arts weren’t for them and decided to instead have regular jobs, kids or, worst of all, fun.

In the dying days of art school, as his peers explored the peaks and plateaus of their young lives, he remained stagnant. The milestones of success passed him by – and with every success for someone else, his jealousy deepened. One of the few things that cheered him up was when a rival’s work was so mediocre that he was inspired to giddy scorn, but then he’d remember that the point of art is to inspire and, finding himself snookered into emotional reaction by these paintings, his mood would plummet even further.

Oli finished his lines and stretched from his gargoyle perch over the mirror to find Anton rapt before one of his rival’s paintings.

‘Who did this?’ he asked in his gentle voice.

The picture was by Mo. Mo, his studio neighbour, whose workspace was immaculately organised, who did not drink, was not angsty, who just worked quietly and steadily, producing work that was technically sophisticated, culturally complex, aesthetically pleasing. His tranquil confidence made Oli twitch. Mo worked with the sort of self-belief that stems from a happy childhood, and would most likely see him into his grave at a hundred and ten, whistling a jolly tune the whole way.

Anton was examining the piece Mo planned to hang for their graduation exhibition. From the middle distance it comprised a pointillist image inspired by the patterns of the Alhambra. Stepping closer to the painting, the dots revealed themselves as tiny photographic portraits of civilians murdered in the War on Terror. Backing away, from the correct angle it suddenly snapped into a cohesive portrait of George W Bush giving a thumbs up.

It was a rich bit of subversion; a political statement, but fundamentally profane in a way that one could only understand if you had enough knowledge of Islamic art to get the joke. As a painting, it was perfectly poised to make you feel smart. A certain kind of art collector would pay a fortune for the chance to hang it in their home and explain the semiotics to their guests.

‘Is it good?’ asked Anton.

‘It’s okay.’

Oli was lying. In his estimation, the painting was exemplary. It was everything his own art wasn’t – honest, elegant. All in all, an aggravating display of talent, made worse by the fact that, for Mo, it was only a middling work. When he was good, Mo was truly transcendent. It was deeply unfair. Just a few months back, one of his paintings had sold at a group show for a sum so healthy that Oli had to take to his bed for a week with a bottle of Xanax.

‘I mean, it’s pretty good. But not worth what it’ll sell for,’ Oli said.

When Oli told Anton how much one of Mo’s paintings fetched, he whistled low. ‘What about you? What do you sell one of yours for?’

‘Less.’

‘Why is this one worth more than yours?’

‘Because some prick with money decided it is.’

Oli’s comment was bitter, but underneath the vitriol Anton recognised the greater truth. Somewhere behind his mild eyes, synapses were fizzing and sparking to life. An idea had come to Anton, arriving fully formed, untarnished by the late hour.

He crossed the studio briskly and Oli followed behind, trailing his miasma of bad drugs and poor choices. He found Anton sorting through a stack of Oli’s old paintings, which had been left forgotten, leaning against the wall. Finally he pulled one out and held it aloft.

It was a small canvas, barely the height of a wine bottle, and wider than it was tall. A nude – a wiry, naked young man stretched out on a slab of rock above a pool of water. A trucker cap was pulled down low over the boy’s eyes, a flower on the brim the only pop of colour in an otherwise washed-out, earthy palette. The boy was looking down at his shimmering reflection in the water, but it was unclear what absorbed him. Because the tilt of the cap obscured his face, it was unclear if he was bashful or admiring himself.

Anton, studying the painting, was himself the picture of revelation – a Caravaggio who had found his light. He was deep in thought, his cigarette dangling forgotten from his fingers. When he stirred and pointed at the canvas, a long tube of ash floated to the carpet.

‘This one,’ he said. ‘What do you want for it?’

Oli had no idea what to say. It was a work from years ago, part of the folio he’d submitted to get into art school. Oli had forgotten he owned it, bundled in with the other unloved canvases he’d schlepped from college dorm to sharehouse to, finally, this studio. Now Anton wanted to pay him for it.

Oli was so surprised, derailed in the middle of a bout of self-pity, that without thinking he blurted out a price. It was an obscene figure. As soon as it left Oli’s mouth, he knew he’d blown it.

But Anton accepted, paying in cash. The money changed hands, history was made, a bond was formed.

In a daze, Oli saw Anton down to his car. There he discovered Anton’s girlfriend had been waiting the whole time, her mood brittle as she huddled in her puffer jacket against the chill. She climbed from the car to help Anton secure the painting safely in the Camry’s modest boot.

Both men were burning with their own, private excitement, an internal intensity that meant neither of them thought to acknowledge her until she politely cleared her throat and Anton introduced her.

Oli barely glanced at her, all his attention still on the painting, his expression inscrutable. By the time he went back upstairs, rejuvenated, reborn, he had already forgotten her. A shame. You should remember her. She will be important later on. Her name – I’m sorry, I forgot to give you her name – is Gemma.











Chapter Twenty-Five




The night has softened, gently macerated with wine. One by one the other diners have trickled out, leaving Oli and the Ghost all but alone. The room feels cosier without the din of other conversations, and they lean a little closer to one another.

Before long, the waitstaff will begin turning up the lights, but their waiter has watched the growing intimacy between the pair – and their expensive taste in wine – and, sensing a drunken tip, is determined not to shatter the fragile magic unfolding at their corner table. Anyone looking at the pair would assume they were on a first date, and that it was going extremely well.

Oli’s eyes are soft, glazed with booze and from looking into the past. His mind is on that painting, Daffo, the amateurish nude Anton had purchased that night in Fitzroy, forever changing the trajectory of both their lives.

He has not thought of that painting for years. As Anton was counting out the dollars in blushing, crinkled twenties, Oli had looked at the painting the way one does a lover as they walk out the door for the last time. He could not see the rough brushwork, or the perspective that didn’t quite work. Suddenly, in his eyes, it was perfect. Oli only understood that once he began to have an inkling of what he was losing.

‘So, it was simple as that? You met someone who could open doors for you?’ The Ghost brings Oli back to the room. ‘Do you think you could have made it on your own?’

‘Perhaps,’ shrugs Oli. ‘But . . . it’s a bit like jerking off, I suppose. I can do the job myself, but it’s nicer to have a friend along.’

This is a line calculated to skirt the edge of good taste, to test her boundaries – this is Oli being charming. It’s the sort of thing he says in interviews. In fact, he said this exact same thing in an interview with a weekend paper only two years ago, when his star was still ascendent. The Ghost knows this, too, from her research.

‘You’re deflecting,’ she says.

‘What’s that?’

‘It’s like lying.’

The truth is that Oli is not lying. He could not articulate, even to himself – especially to himself – exactly how he had become famous. Success had seemed impossible until it happened, and after that it seemed inevitable. Going to uni had been about getting away from his home town, and going to art school was hardly a considered career decision. They were just the first in a series of shambling moves, Oli following one hunch after another, until things seemed to work out all on their own. Admittedly, that only started happening after he met Anton. But luck, like love or money, is something you tend to only really pay attention to when you first find it. Or when you lose it.


‘Well, yeah,’ concedes Oli. ‘Anton and I are a good team. But I worked my arse off to get here. You know Thresher? I must have painted that a couple of hundred times. Could never get it quite right. They were garbage – I used to tear up the old canvases and use them to light the fire.’

This story is, again, something he says in interviews, but this time it’s patently untrue. Nobody would ever use canvas to start their fire – it would be an inefficient and messy way of going about things, even for Oli, who once used a zucchini as a sex toy.

But nobody ever questions statements like these. Who would? Oli fires off these little anecdotes and, in Australia, it is not the job of a journalist to fact-check things. The Ghost, too, has no pressing need for truth. Her job is to extract a workable memoir from Oli, not to shoot holes in his stories.

The rest is a pantomime. She asks questions and listens attentively when he answers, taking notes, jotting down avenues to explore later on. She could write his life story perfectly well without him, stitching this soundbite to that, recycling a decade’s worth of media into a serviceable read.

Most often she can guess what Oli will say before he answers, but still, she hangs on every revelation as though Prometheus has just offered to light her cigarette outside a nightclub. For her, it is a matter of going through the motions; he cris, she coeurs. Oli is having the time of his life.

At this point, all he has to do is nothing. Alas, doing nothing has fallen out of his repertoire over the years, like a stage magician who reaches for a once-flawless trick only to fumble it. Watch closely, because Oli is about to fuck it all up.











Chapter Twenty-Six




Oli has an affliction common to many who have experienced celebrity, or craved it, or bobbed up into fame and adulation only to find themselves sinking again: he finds it impossible to distinguish attention from friendship. If someone is listening to him talk, he will stare blindly past their professional reasons for doing so and rush headlong into affection.

Psychiatrists call this phenomenon transference. Oli would be familiar with the basics of it if he’d ever gone to therapy, which, alas, he has not. This is unfortunate. It would be hard to find somebody who would benefit more from therapy, even in the art world, full as it is of creatives, that festival of personality disorders. The problem is simple: the Ghost is listening attentively to everything Oli says, and that’s enough to make Oli believe she’s in love with him. And, as the glasses stack up across the table, he believes he is in love with her.


He’s in the full bloom of this misapprehension when the waiter comes over to clear away the fourth bottle of wine – a Shiraz, fruit forward and peppery with the next morning’s regrets – and places the bill on the table, snug in a little pleather wallet. Although neither intends on paying, each plans to make a polite attempt to, and so their fingertips meet and brush with a little static charge. This is when Oli leans over to kiss her.











Chapter Twenty-Seven




It was not long into their first official meeting as artist and agent that Oli – excited to the point of disorientation – had leaned in to kiss Anton. The two men had met at a city cafe where rapid gentrification lent an air of chaos to an already bewildering vibe. Waiters wearing waistcoats over t-shirts appeared suddenly from clouds of espresso steam, carrying sweet macarons, savoury muffins, flights of bacon. This was back when liking bacon was something you could base your personality on – a dark age, culturally empty, artistically bereft, even before Oli came onto the scene.

Oli’s confusion was symphonic in its complexity. At that moment in his life, he found himself strangely unformed. He’d gone so quickly from overconfident kid to browbeaten loser to tentative success that the whiplash had rendered him invertebrate. It was as though midway through his metamorphosis, reality had ripped him from his cocoon and left him skinless, with every nerve singing at the slightest contact with the real world.

Yesterday, he’d seen nothing but gloom ahead, and behind him, only embarrassment. Dreams that he had shed, discarded, lost or simply dumped in order to find ballast enough to stay afloat. And today, here was Anton, Faustian angel. Only minutes into their meeting he had convinced Oli that he was, after all, a real artist.

Sometimes all you need is someone to believe in you for a moment. Some people, though, need that moment to last a lifetime.

It was a transactional relationship, but that was fine. Nothing Oli had experienced in Melbourne’s nightclubs and bathhouses had suggested that there was more to life than the exchange of one good or service for another. Now Anton offered him everything, and he did not know what to offer in return beyond the ethereal rag of his affection.

‘I want to ask you something, Oli,’ Anton had asked abruptly over the rim of his espresso. ‘Are you into men? Are you attracted to them, I mean. Do you have sex with them?’

Oli was startled by the question. ‘What makes you ask?’ He leaned away and his undersize motorcycle jacket squeaked with surprise.

‘I’m curious.’ Anton said. He set his cup down on its saucer with a gentle clink. ‘That’s all.’

‘Well, yeah, nah. But yeah. I guess. Sort of. Yeah.’

‘Good, good!’ Anton smiled broadly. ‘You see . . .’

Oli did not see. His eyes were already closed, his face tilted and tongue hammering at Anton’s lips.

Anton’s eyes stayed open, his lips chastely closed. He braced his hands against Oli’s shoulders and gently pushed him away. Firm and warm and competent. Not the hands of a lover, more a distracted osteopath who is about to, after a lifetime of lower-back pain, perform a miracle that will whisk away any trace of malady.

‘I have a girlfriend,’ Anton said, in shorthand designed to spare Oli’s feelings, but which only confused him further. So what if Anton had a girlfriend? Most of the men he slept with had other lovers, and all of them had wives. To Oli, these wives and girlfriends remained theoretical, like gravity – a serious concept, but not something he needed to worry about day to day.

‘What I mean is, I am not interested in romance,’ explained Anton in a voice so firm and gentle it could have been rolling sushi. ‘I am your friend, and now your agent, Oli.’ He moved his hands from Oli’s shoulders, brushed invisible specks of dust from his shoulders. ‘And you are Oliver Darling, gay artist. Yes.’

‘Oh,’ Oli murmured. ‘Oh, yeah, sure. The thing is, though, I like sheilas too. I’m not . . . Not fussy, I guess. I like the painting, you know what I mean? The medium doesn’t matter.’

Anton pursed his lips and shook his head, a couple of degrees of correction. ‘Let’s not go around telling everyone that. We can’t put “bisexual” on a press release. You need something that’s going to stand out.’

He rubbed his chin thoughtfully, reached out again to neaten the collar of Oli’s flannel shirt beneath the moto jacket.

‘I think we go with “queer”,’ he announced. ‘That’s perfect. A queer artist from the country. A real bloke. Sensitive and tough. Yes. That will do nicely. Something to stand out from the crowd. Just don’t go into too much detail. Detail is bad. But that jacket is good. Make sure you’re wearing that jacket if anyone takes your photo. People want authenticity. They want to buy authentic. So make sure you give them authentic.’











Chapter Twenty-Eight




By the way, Anton wasn’t lying about his girlfriend. Oli understood her to be an excuse, a convenient truth deployed to let him down easy, but he is, as he is about so many things, wrong. Gemma was real – just as real as Oli, as Anton. She was more than an excuse, more than a plot device. She had her own desires, needs, goals, interiority. Some description of her is probably in order.

She was beautiful. Not that it matters to the story, but she was beautiful. We should not objectify her by fixating on that beauty, but know she had nothing to worry about in that regard, although she worried a great deal. Stress had already carved two deep wrinkles (family, money) across her forehead. A minor flaw in an otherwise ideal face; wine-dark eyes, hair a cascade of brown curls. The face that Gauguin imagined when he grew so horny he sailed for Tahiti.

It was a face marked by disquiet, even though at that moment she was barely more than twenty. Not until years later, when she looked at photos of herself from that time, did she realise that she was not ugly. In fact, she was lovely. Too lovely to spend so much time with Anton.

Were those happy years? No, not really. But nor were they unhappy. Anton was adequate in bed in the same way he was excellent at chess; he never really understood that a woman is not a maths problem to be solved. In this way, he was dismaying. But then, she had many more dismaying men ahead of her.

For now, Anton was kind enough, even if he was a little too old to be a smart choice for a boyfriend, a little too canny. A little too sensible.

A small but important detail: Gemma was an artist. Or at least an aspiring artist. Technically, an art student. But from a poverty so grinding that the slightest curveball (losing her schoolbooks, a bicycle accident, bad news in the dentist’s chair) called for impossible choices and feats of resourcefulness. She had no wealth, no cushion, nobody in her corner but her upwardly mobile boyfriend.

One morning Gemma awoke on Anton’s futon. She’d overslept. The sunlight scattered through the apartment told her most of the morning was already gone. Her eyes followed a solitary, dust-tinged beam from the miserly skylight to where it came to rest, like a spotlight, on Daffo, which was propped against the far wall.

Anton was up, already dressed, standing before the painting deep in thought. He heard Gemma stir and vanished into the kitchen annex, then returned with a mug of coffee for her.

‘Gemma, tell me honestly,’ he said, as brightly as though he were wishing her a good morning. ‘Do you like this painting?’

She sipped the coffee, blinked at the canvas. ‘It’s alright.’


‘How much would you pay for it?’

‘Huh?’

‘You’re an artist. Tell me. How do you work out the value of a painting?’

‘Well . . .’ Gemma wrapped her fingers around the mug. It was a comfortable feeling in the chill of the morning, and she was groggy and craving comfort.

The night before, when Anton had been doing a deal in the dodgiest part of Fitzroy and returned with that painting, Gemma had thought that he’d bought it as decoration for their apartment, or even as a gift for her. But no. He’d set the painting down and spent the rest of the night in front of it, deep in thought, running his hand over the thinning stubble of his crown. Gemma was lulled to sleep by the rasp of it, and he was still there when she woke. He had not slept – his side of the bed remained unruffled – but if he was fatigued he showed no symptoms of it.

He was staring at her, impatient for her answer.

‘Well, provenance – who painted it, when and how.’

‘Okay, good. What else?’

‘Style. Beauty?’

‘Sure.’ Anton sounded impatient. ‘But what one thing is most important?’

Gemma sipped at her coffee. It was too early for this, but she threw out some further reasons. She described how a connoisseur might stand before a work of art and appraise it. The quality of medium and message, the work’s place in the canon and a greater historical and cultural context. Throw in rarity, and perhaps celebrity. The transcendent, indefinable quality of the sublime. And, above all else . . .


‘Wrong!’ Anton told her, turning back to the painting. His gaze on the male nude was another beam of grubby sunlight in the room. ‘The value of a painting is whatever someone is willing to pay for it.’

In many ways Anton was not a typical man, but after a morning on Google, he was still perfectly capable of telling a university-educated artist that he knew more about art than her. In this way he was absolutely standard. Unfortunately, in this case, he was also correct.











Chapter Twenty-Nine




Fast forward a couple of weeks, to an art gallery in Melbourne. The walls were exposed brick and the steel girders holding up the ceiling were wreathed in long, winding cords from which dangled statement lighting. For decades this workshop had housed a cobbler, and in another decade shoemaking will become a fashionable cottage profession and it will, again, house a cobbler. Such is the circle of life in this beautiful city. For now, though, in 2007, it was a contemporary art gallery.

It was prestigious: hundreds of thousands of dollars of art lined the walls. But the outside provided few clues as to the riches within. It was not a place a tourist might stumble upon, not the kind of place you would find unless you knew what you were looking for, which was precisely the point.

There was no advertising, not even any signage, just a solid oak door in an alleyway between skyscrapers, elaborate graffiti on both sides, blue cobblestone underfoot. And, under them, the marks the convicts who laid them had surreptitiously scratched into eternity. We all find a way to write ourselves into the story. Who would begrudge us that?

The gallery was bookended by a nightclub and a cafe – depending on the hour, a lover of art had to run a gauntlet of very high teenagers or very grumpy professionals perched shivering on upturned milk crates.

It was a slow day. The space was deserted save for the solitary gallerist, who kept her gaze – sharpened to a point by a blunt platinum-blond fringe – on the occasional solitary punter who wandered in, and about, and then out without making a purchase.

It was close to the end of the day, and she was in the office, tidying her files. Mentally she was already halfway out the door, ready for a night of Japanese food, Korean skincare and American television, when a door chime sounded the arrival of a potential customer. She walked out to size them up.

From the moment someone walked into her space, the gallerist started estimating their value. Through subtle signals – manner, accent, walk, the brand of their handbag or the newness of their shoes – people gave a pretty good impression of what they were happy to spend, and she could adjust the prices she quoted them accordingly. None of the works on the walls was cheapened by a price tag – just the occasional red dot of a sticker, letting potential buyers know they’d already missed the boat. As Anton had intuited, the price was in some sense immaterial – the art was worth whatever someone who loved it was prepared to pay. The gallerist’s job was to work out the weight of that love. The rest of her role – the scouting, curating, staging, lighting – was in service of this task, which she was good at. Really good at.


Although sometimes it was easier than others. Once upon a time it had been easy to size up a customer – bankers, admen, corporate raiders, dead-eyed coalminers, red-necked landowners – different income streams and faces, but the same basic motif. The same private-school, rugby-champ, steak-fed-paunch Zanetti suit, Omega watch, RM Williams boots. They would come in, she would schmooze them gently, they’d go home with an oversized minimalist number for their office foyer.

But then Charles Saatchi and Damien Hirst had put a dead shark in the Tate, and that had tanked the line between contemporary art and marketing for good. When the headlines in the arts pages reported incredulously how much people were willing to pay for art, all at once the subtext was made bold – here was something you could buy that your neighbours couldn’t. Because when you had so much money you could buy anything, the only way to compete with your rivals was to buy something truly unique.

Like it had caught a terrible virus, the art world was feverish with easy money but had lost all sense of taste. When you have an unlimited amount of money, it’s impossible to gain perspective on what you’re buying; wealth insulates you from people who will give you their honest opinion, so you’re left relying on gallerists and dealers to tell you what’s ‘good’.

But for these experts, it became impossible to know who was wasting their time. Manic, dexie-addled pitchmen for digital companies in American Apparel t-shirts and Converse shoes were just as wealthy as the bored Chinese expats who slouched into the gallery in Louis Vuitton tracksuits looking for the next Jeff Koons. Anyone could be wealthy, and everything was horrible.


The gallerist’s reputation had been built on taking someone’s measure and matching them with a work of art that would enrich both of their lives, in one sense or another – but who knew what she made of the girl who was walking in now. She did not look like a connoisseur of fine art. Too young, to begin with, but that didn’t mean much anymore. The gallerist was quickly learning to handle teenaged tech millionaires with poor hygiene and worse politics.

This girl didn’t feel like money, though. She was dressed for a gallery well enough – all black – but the vibe was off. Too many matched fabrics, everything a little too symmetrical. It was a look aspiring to a shabby, lived-in chic without the fundamental understanding of how much one had to spend to pull that off. The gallerist looked the girl up and down, hopeful that her op-shop cardigan and skirt set would finish with, say, a Margiela Tabi ankle boot, which might make the whole thing work, but there was only an obscene surrender to modesty – the kid’s outfit terminated, sadly, with a scuffed pair of Docs. The gallerist could see at a glance that the girl did not even understand her mistake, although she herself felt it on a molecular level.

The girl shuffled about the gallery with shoulders slouched, eyes fixed on the ground as though she’d misplaced something essential and hoped to find it there on the brushed concrete. It was the gait of someone who kept running shoes in their purse to walk home from the office to save on a train fare. But still, here she was, hands clasped behind her back like an old man, pausing briefly in front of this piece and that.

She stopped for good in front of one of the smaller canvases. It depicted a wiry, naked young man stretched out on a slab of rock above a pool of water. The gallerist thought it was a rough, impressionistic work – hasty, almost sloppy – but she couldn’t deny that it had a certain energy to it. There was something sweet about it, and brutal; shade dappled the pink skin of the figure, the rock he lay on an unlovely, unsuitable perch.

This girl admired the painting for long enough that the gallerist sensed a potential sale, appearing behind her in a rustle of Comme des Garçons.

‘This one,’ the gallerist said quietly. ‘It’s lovely, isn’t it?’

The girl nodded, but her gaze slipped from the painting and back to her shoes. She mumbled, swallowed her words. The gallerist couldn’t know this, but the girl was very shy, not used to speaking her opinion. Not good, really, at navigating the world. She had not yet learned how to carry herself with any authority, and certainly she had not learned how to dress.

‘Are you thinking of buying today?’ The gallerist asked softly, trying not to spook her. ‘Or just looking around?’

The girl indicated the painting with a little upturn of her nose. ‘What can you tell me about it?

The truth was, the gallerist could tell her little. The painting had appeared in the gallery only recently, hung on commission – a favour for a friend of a friend, not something she would have chosen for herself. But she rallies.

‘You have an excellent eye. It’s a watercolour by . . .’ she leaned in closer to touch the girl’s elbow and, in doing so, glanced discreetly at the object label next to the painting. ‘Oliver Darling.’

‘Oliver Darling.’ The girl’s tone was so level, she could have built bricks on it. ‘What can you tell me about him?’

‘A rising artist I have heard wonderful things about,’ the gallerist said brightly. This was patently untrue; she had never heard of Oliver Darling. Still, she persisted, taking the scant information available to her and fleshing out an image of the person who might have painted this work, buying time until she could produce and flick through the gallery catalogue for clues on how to sell this thing.

She found herself launching into a detailed study of the painting. The work was naturalistic, but also febrile; there was something libidinous in the way the subject invited the eye to feast. It was at once domestic and outrageous, a celebration of the human body and a manifestation of carnal anxiety.

She said all these things out loud, wondering who wrote the copy she was churning through and how much they were being paid. Too much, she thought. Sales was an art of its own, but any artist was only as good the tools given to her. Still, by the time her spiel finished, her own portrait of the artist had been painted, itself a little fevered and outrageous.

Oliver Darling was the embodiment of neo-Australiana, producing work that was roughly hewn but with a delicacy of line and elegance of composition. A rural ambassador, an explorer of masculinity – but sensitive. A queer country artist. Her meaning was clear – the lucky collector who bought this work would be getting a two-for-one; Oliver Darling was that rare combination of a true-blue Australian and a minority.

By the end of the gallerist’s monologue, the girl seemed baffled, and slightly exhausted. ‘And what’s it cost?’

‘This work? It’s a special find. So . . .’ She still wasn’t sure what to quote. The girl’s vibe was so off, it was hard to know how hard she’d bite. She decided to cast out a little more line. ‘Are you looking to invest? Buying for your home?’

‘It’s for . . . someone else.’

‘Oh! A gift. For a friend? A relative?’


‘Boyfriend.’

‘Well, in that case,’ the gallerist’s tone softened slightly as she warmed to the girl, who seemed so thoroughly uncomfortable. ‘I could point you to something more contemporary. More . . . youthful.’

‘It’s fine. He’s . . . older. And . . .’ She exhales. An unhappy, defeated little noise. ‘He likes this shit, I guess.’

By now the gallerist felt sorry for the girl. She was in the midst of making the same mistakes with men she herself had made when she was young, discovering – too late – that her twenties were spent teaching men in their forties how to treat women in their thirties. All those relationships that felt formative and important but, long after they ended, revealed themselves to be deforming to the spirit.

So, she named a price. Not a bargain, not exactly, but not a high ball either. It was, for the line of work she was in, a fair price, and one she thought might brighten the girl’s day. In any case, it was only meant to be a starting figure. She had plucked it from the air – the first price was always meant to be backtracked on and negotiated down so that the buyer could feel they’d charmed their way into a bargain.

But the girl in Docs agreed to it straight away. It took all of the gallerist’s considerable professional detachment and preventative Botox to not show her surprise.

She had not expected this painting to sell at all, not when it was surrounded on all sides by the work of far more accomplished and exciting artists. A peculiar sale, all things considered, made even more peculiar by the fact the girl seemed sad to have won the painting, miserably counting out the money.

Even paying in cash was weird, handfuls of twenties and fifties, the plastic worn and grubby from use. It was a lot of money, and the gallerist could tell by the way she counted, then counted again, that the girl wasn’t used to handling it. Her jaw was clenched; her hands shook. It was the gallerist’s job to notice the little details, but also, when required, to ignore them.

Drawing up the papers of sale for the artwork, she began to feel sorry for the girl. The money was welcome, but she could not help but feel she was taking advantage of her. Or at least, taking advantage of the boyfriend whose money she was spending. Her spider-sense was tingling. Somewhere in this transaction, she sensed a rube.











Chapter Thirty




Anton waited in the car outside the gallery for Gemma to emerge with Daffo. He was not a rube, he was a visionary. You would not think it to look at him, a stocky little man behind the wheel of his sturdy, boring car, carefully tucking into his puffer jacket the paperwork showing Gemma as the new owner of the painting.

He was not handsome, Anton. You would have to go through some spectacular aesthetic gymnastics to think him beautiful. But he was bright. Beneath his hairline (retreating like a party guest who’s realised too late that they are not invited) and behind his spectacles (thick, black rimmed, discounted) lay a mind that was turning over everything it absorbed, grinding every situation down to its competent parts, to be reassembled in ways more profitable to him.

He was smart, and he was ambitious. His goal in life – keenly felt – was that he would like to make something of himself. At the same time, he was too intelligent to believe he was engaged in a fair fight. With his looks, his public-school education and its attendant lack of influential networks, plus his weird accent, he was not destined to get far. The system was geared against him, and the law, should he attract its attention, would be applied to him illiberally.

Anton was born more or less as his country of origin was dying, and came of age at precisely the moment that Soviet brutality was consumed by capitalist insatiability. A childhood of deprivation and depravity in a concrete apartment that boiled in the summer and froze in the winter. The seasons had tempered him, forged him into a peculiar alloy of resilience and determination. He found a way to manage all of fate’s contrivances; wealth was not in his cards, and yet he got there anyway.

The gruesome pragmatism required of his mother to get them to Australia was not something she ever disclosed to Anton when sober. By the time they arrived, he had already absorbed enough of the old country that it gave him an accent (the excitable vowels that crept into his English and manhandled otherwise perfectly serviceable sentences) and hardened his worldview.

Anton could not believe there wasn’t more crime in this country – that people were not hijacking the trucks driven by skinny, pale men, that the unarmed convenience stores weren’t constantly being cracked open for cash. He could see no excuse except for a deep-rooted lack of ambition and imagination. Everywhere he looked in this country, he saw opportunity, including when his eyes fell on Oli.











Chapter Thirty-One




After Anton had purchased Daffo on that fateful night in his studio, Oli could sense that his life was about to shift. He had tasted success. His confidence, the sense that he was destined for something better, roared back to life as his graduation exhibition approached.

With the boot of poverty off his neck, he found himself stress-free and newly inspired. A lacklustre final year of uni ended in a sudden burst of creativity; months of late nights, sweating and smoking, brutalising canvases with brush and palette knife as his new style developed. Out went the tender watercolours, replaced by peaks and valleys of acrylic that were more sculpted onto the canvas than painted. By the day of the exhibition, he’d surprised his classmates, teachers and himself by having a cohesive collection together.

Look through that catalogue now and all the hits were there: Thresher, the Magpie triptych, Spilled Milk.


Oli had drive, but his doubts lingered. He went to his graduation after a supper of olives, bread and two glasses of wine; a wholesome, Mediterranean sort of a meal, bar the addition of some ADHD pills, crushed up and snorted in his studio. The dexies made him skittish, and by the time the tram pulled up outside the little walk-in shopfront in Collingwood he had tied himself in knots, convinced he was a fraud, unlovable, and that he would be laughed out of town.

But as he scuttled into the gallery packed with grimy, sexy people, he felt every eye in the room turn to him, a hush rippling through the crowd. He pushed his way inside, finding himself greeted by his much-resented classmate, Mo. The other man switched the orange juice he was holding from his right hand to his left, extending a handshake and giving a solemn nod of approval.

Oli blinked, unsure what to make of this inexplicable gesture. Later he would remember this as the moment his fortune was won, but it took a minute for the penny to drop. The clouds of confusion only cleared as people made way for him to see the gallery wall.

A miracle. Oli had sold out.

Next to each of his artworks, neatly arrayed on one insignificant wall of the gallery, a little red dot attested to his success. The other graduates showing in the exhibition, his peers – none of them had achieved this. Most sold none at all. His closest competition came from people with sympathetic families and supportive partners who had bought one or two works.

He watched them with their friends, their loved ones, celebrating their small wins and was moved to pity. He had no family there, true, no real friends, and yet had succeeded despite that. Oli the country mouse, the bumpkin, had conquered this hostile country. Already, in his mind, the narrative was being rewritten. He had been foolish to doubt himself. That wouldn’t happen again for many years.

‘Congratulations, Oli.’ A shy girl who usually sat in the back of class piped up to offer her praise. He couldn’t remember her ever saying anything to anyone. ‘They love you.’

Oli smiled gratefully, gave her a hug. She hadn’t sold a single painting.

Throughout that night of glad-handing and adulation and two-fisted drinking of cleanskin wine served from a card table at the back of the gallery, he met nobody who had actually purchased one of his works.

He did, however, meet the Paperman. The critic peeled himself away from the corner where the drinks, cheese cubes and tipsy twenty-one-year-old girls were gathered, pulling Oli aside for his first ever media interview.

While the Paperman flipped through his Moleskine and took notes in cramped shorthand, they admired together Oli’s triptych, Magpie 1, 2 and 3. Three paintings, each an urgent smear of black and white suggesting action, agency, burglary.

‘I suppose this is a bit of a self-portrait,’ he told the Paperman. ‘I’ve always liked the magpie. The sly dog of the skies. I think I see myself in them. I think any artist would recognise the way they live, kind of aloof, chilling out, but always watching, watching. Then when they see something they like – swoop! – they snatch it up for themselves. So here I guess I was trying to capture myself in action, in three different moods, as a magpie, sly bastard, swooping in for the kill.’

Had Oli had all that in mind when he created the painting? No, probably not. Oli just liked magpies. Their cocky little walk, their song like a melody glitching in as though from a radio briefly tuned to the heavens. He admired them, and it took him three attempts to get a painting he liked. He would have thrown away the first two if Anton hadn’t urged him to sell them as a triptych.

It was also Anton who had written the script Oli delivered to the Paperman that night as though he believed every word. Which, over the years, as he’s rolled these soundbites out over and over, he has grown to.

‘I must say, Oliver,’ said the Paperman, putting away his notebook and running a hand through his hair. ‘I’ve never seen a debut artist sell out their first show. Not at this sort of price point. You must be delighted.’

‘Hundred per cent. I’ve got to pinch myself. I mean, I was just doing what I wanted to do, in my painting, in the sort of statements I wanted to make about being a queer artist from the bush. But clearly people are hungry for it, ay? It’s unreal.’

If it really did strike Oli as unreal, that did not last long. He was giddy as he adapted to this new reality. A beautiful new future unspooled before him.

At night’s end, as he tumbled out onto Smith Street surrounded by the beginnings of an entourage, he saw the world anew. Melbourne, once a daunting big city, seemed appealingly quaint. A light rain conspired with the streetlamps to flatten all the night’s edges. The little record stores and cafes, the Vietnamese bakery, the addicts in their tracksuits and track marks patrolling back and forth, the wounded shouts from the corners.

Up the block, lonely men cruised this way and that, looking for companionship. Tonight, Oli did not need them. By the time the afterparty wrapped up he was so full of cheer and friendship and goodwill and MDMA that he felt he would never be lonely again. A cinematic moment: Oli and the friends he had made through the night, still beautiful, gaunt and drawn as the nightclubs closed and a new future opened.

Oli rode into the dawn with a couple he’d met at Revolver. In the backseat of a taxi, Oli nuzzled his face into the lad’s neck, finding refuge from the sun, and planted a playful kiss on him while the girl ran a questing hand up his leg.











Chapter Thirty-Two




Oli’s hand is on the Ghost’s leg. Since the fourth bottle of wine arrived, it has been creeping up her thigh from its initial position on her knee, and it is now annexing territory that could not reasonably be explained as collegiate. Until now, through some artful powers of conflict avoidance, the Ghost has shrugged it off. But then Oli darts across the table for a kiss.

This development is unwelcome, and confusing. The Ghost had not thought him interested. It is well known that Oli is queer, specifically a ‘queer country artist’ – it’s in the first line of every press release, even as he winkingly tells interviewers he’s never going to shove that fact down your throat.

Oli came out of the closet at a time when few public figures did, but he didn’t come out very far. Once or twice a year he would pop out for a special occasion, a photoshoot, say, and then return to some semblance of a closet. The whole point of Oli is that he is an ordinary bloke; a man could have a beer with him and know he wasn’t going to do anything weird.

Alas, that is not the truth, or not the whole of it. Oli finds himself hard to categorise. When it comes to intimacy, he does not seem to understand, fundamentally, how things work. He is like a great happy labrador; thrilled when given a treat, unable to understand why he is punished when he seizes a morsel from the dinner table.

His confused hand on her thigh, Oli trains his big brown eyes on the Ghost.

‘Can I kiss you?’ he murmurs.

‘No. That’s not a good idea.’

‘What about now?’ His hand slips further up her skirt.

‘No.’ She removes his hand. ‘This is a situation that calls for healthy boundaries.’

‘Oh.’ Oli is stricken. It’s important that he makes a good impression on the Ghost. It is imperative that she likes him. He has tried seducing her, and now he is all out of ideas. Next, he will try sulking.

‘Maybe you’re right.’ He snatches up his wine, swirls it and frowns into the glass. ‘I’m probably too old for you, anyway.’

‘You’re drunk.’

‘I like drinking.’ He pouts. ‘I also like company. That’s all I’m asking for. Just a little.’

‘It’s about being professional.’ She speaks slowly, as though to a child. ‘There’s a power imbalance. Surely you can see the problem here?’

Oli recognises the trap, but characteristically only after he has already fallen into it. He had not expected her to betray their blossoming friendship with professionalism. All the fight goes out of him at once and, like an amphibian who evolves halfway only to change its mind and dart back into the water, he withdraws his hand.

Too late, the Ghost realises she has parried too well and wounded her sparring partner. She has found the trauma she was looking for, but while she’d hoped to prise away at it with chisel and brush over the coming weeks in order to get at some deeper truth about Oli, she has inadvertently blown it up.

He is standing up and waving for the EFTPOS machine, and when the waiter is too slow to bring it, he takes a step towards the register, misjudges, and falls into the table with a calamitous shattering of glass and dignity.

She pays, in the end. She keeps a credit card for emergencies, which means it’s usually maxed out, but tonight, in a minor miracle, it beeps in protest as it runs through the machine as the payment goes through. She supposes she can try her luck claiming the dinner as an expense with the publisher, because she, too, has an overly optimistic understanding of how this all works.

Slowly, in a long battle of negotiation and attrition, she stands Oli up, gets him out the door, and back to his hotel room. There, under the impression he is taking some kind of recreational pill, Oli gulps down, pelican-style, a sleeping tablet from her handbag. (Her doctor prescribes her Stilnox, a delightful but dangerous sedative, for her nightmares. She thinks this situation qualifies.)

When Oli is safely asleep, she shucks off his shoes and hauls him to the bed. After a moment’s reflection, as a precaution, she turns him on his side, curled up. She leaves Oli there, snoring gently, and calls Anton to update him on the situation.

‘Hang on. You drugged Oli?’


‘It was necessary. It’s fine. I take them all the time. You go to sleep and you wake up feeling like a million bucks.’

‘What if he chokes? It sounds dangerous.’

‘He’ll be fine,’ she says and, double-checking the side effects on the back of the packet, corrects herself. ‘He might sleepwalk a bit, that’s all.’

‘Hmmm.’ Another pause. Despite the distance between them, the Ghost can hear Anton filling the silence with private calculations. ‘I don’t like it.’

She lets out a little laugh, surprised by how bitter she still is. ‘Well, you always were pretty clear about what you did and didn’t like.’

It’s bait, but Anton doesn’t take it. ‘Just make sure Oli gets up in the morning. He’s got a big day tomorrow.’

‘We’ve all got a big day tomorrow,’ the Ghost begins to argue, but Anton has already hung up.

The next day will be tough. Not just because of the prickling hangover already nibbling at her temples. Tomorrow she must try to stitch together the night’s conversation into a cohesive story.

In the meantime, Oli will move on to the next stage of his rehabilitation. The queer artist from the country is returning to the bush.











PART THREE





























Chapter Thirty-Three




When the panic kicks in, Oli is at a crossroads. A figurative crossroads, yes, but also literally. It is one of those vast highway roundabouts, six lanes across, each with some kind of monster truck shifting direction at the last moment and bearing down on his hire car.

None of this is optimal. Driving does not come naturally to Oli. To his credit, what he lacks in technique he makes up for with sheer enthusiasm, barrelling down the roads, much like he does life, with scant understanding of the rules.

He zooms round and round. Four highways spring from this centrifugal point, and Oli has no idea which he should travel down. His phone has lost its signal and his sense of direction has been atrophied by technology for years now. One road, he knows, will take him back to Sydney, a straight shot where for miles and miles he will not be able to turn around and correct course. Another leads off into the arid heart of the country where he will perish of dehydration and cultural cringe. A third goes somewhere else hellish, he knows not where. Canberra, maybe?

There is a sculpture in the centre of the roundabout, a metallic, surrealist twisting of chrome ribbons that can barely be seen over the concrete bollards that encircle and protect it. He recognises it – a new work by Mo, his old rival from art school. In recent years he has been gobbling up the big public-art commissions Oli feels should rightly be coming his way. Although Mo’s success has been modest compared to his own, Oli has never been able to shake the feeling that he’s the underdog. Mo’s work turning up here is an annoyance, and therefore a distraction, and, ultimately, a liability.

Still he spins his hire car around and around, a helpless particle trapped by the gravity of its own indecision, until he is finally cut off by a cattle truck swerving ahead of him with a blast of its horn. The world slows dramatically, terror lending the moment immaculate clarity. Through the slats on the truck Oli sees a heifer on her way to slaughter, and there’s a moment of eye contact as each of them careens across the road to their respective destinies.

Oli hauls on the steering wheel, closes his eyes, slams on the brakes, and goes skidding across the road. The end he expects – the screeching tires, the crunch, the Cronenbergian marriage of flesh and metal and the end of his adventures – doesn’t happen. Just a little bump as he mounts a kerb, but otherwise all is well. When he opens his eyes again, his car rests safely by the slip lane at the side of the road, its hybrid engine burbling happily. Its stout little nose is pointing north, to Oli’s destination.

‘Get off the road!’ the truck driver yells as he inches past Oli. ‘Go home, faggot!’


Go home indeed. It would be a long drive. Oli puts his hands on the wheel, calmly checks his blind spots, and merges back into the traffic.











Chapter Thirty-Four




After waking up in his Melbourne hotel room refreshed by his drugged sleep, Oli was pleased to find he’d somehow not acquired a hangover. Thanks to the amnesia-inducing quality of the Stilnox, he also had no memory of his impropriety with the Ghost. He packed in a frenzy, crushing clothes into his leather duffle bag, and rushed to pick up a hire car. Still blinking sleep from his eyes, he started the drive northward.

By the time of his encounter with the roundabout, Oli’s been on his regional tour for a week. Anton’s itinerary of dates, times, venues and contacts has been printed out on two sheets of A4 paper, neatly folded into the glovebox. The tidy rows of data disguise the fact that the route, which ricochets slowly up the east coast, makes no sense. Each morning he punches his destination into his phone and it sends him on a ping-ponging route. He drives a couple hundred kilometres to the north, the next day to the southwest, and the next day east again.


Last night he was in Wagga Wagga, now Wodonga, next, inevitably, Wilcannia. On the first day he’d been excited about getting out to the country, to connect with his roots, real Australians. That excitement has passed. He drives through towns whose names are laced with the tacit horror that runs through the country – Murder Gulch, Slaughter Creek, Poison Lake, Massacre Plains. The river of violence, it turns out, was out here all along.

He is tired of the rugged beauty of the country, which has begun to feel arduous in the way of a Terrence Malik film – there is simply not enough beauty on the planet to justify the length of the thing. After days on the road, he no longer sees the golden wheatfields, the rolling green foothills.

Each day begins and ends in what seems to be an identical motor inn. The name changes (Bushranger Inn, Highwayman Hotel) but otherwise it’s the same cramped red-brick building capped with corrugated iron every time. Every evening he collects his key from the front desk and, in the time it takes him to walk from reception to his room, enough hope blossoms that it is dashed when he opens the door to the same room. No matter where in the country he lands: the paper ribbon around the toilet that overpromises it has been cleaned, the bedclothes that smell like stale beer, the beer that tastes like piss.

It’s like something out of Greek mythology – he’s chained to the boulder-coloured carpet, condemned to watch himself eat takeaway fried rice in the reflection of the single window. In the morning, it will reveal the swimming pool to be reliably empty save for some slowly mulching leaves.

After a while, Oli starts to doubt whether time is passing at all. Every road looks like every other road – the limp roadside cafes, the endless stream of dead kangaroos on the shoulder. Some days those taxidermied roos are the only discernible variable – those newly dead sad as a collapsed party balloon, others with rigor mortis kicking their muscular haunches up in the air like toy soldiers knocked over by a precocious child.

He does not trust the car, a European aberration, a hybrid vehicle of petrol and electronic engines that shuts itself off in a sulk when confronted with a stoplight. A day driving it is like spending a night with someone who has sleep apnoea; it mutters and groans, then lapses into deathly silence. He drives it in a state of narrow-eyed suspicion. Whenever he thinks he’s grown used to its rhythms, coaxing it to accelerate without fuss, it explodes into alarmed beeps and whistles.

He has his suspicions, too, about the Ghost. Each night, for an hour, they talk on the phone. At exactly 6 pm she calls, and at exactly 7 pm he rings off. He’s been getting a weird vibe off her ever since that first meeting, which dismays him, because he remembers them having a wonderful time.

‘I’m worried you don’t like me,’ he complains that night when she calls.

‘Oli,’ she says. ‘That’s crazy. Of course I like you.’

‘This is boring, what we’re doing. This . . . dialogue. What is it advancing?’

‘We’re writing a book, Oli. It’s exciting.’ The Ghost, at home in Melbourne, glances at the clock. Her apartment, a brick shit-box, could be a mirror image of Oli’s depressing hotel room. ‘Tell me a story. Tell me about your day.’











Chapter Thirty-Five




In each town, like a tourist gamely trying cafes on the boulevards of Paris, he is subjected to the same experience again and again. The comfortable, repetitive menu of small-town life, served in three courses through the day.

First, a visit to the local primary school, to teach an art class. Each morning he walks in resentful of this task, and each morning he has the time of his life. There are few things he enjoys more than a delighted public, and here, at his professional nadir, he’s never had an easier audience.

In one air-conditioned demountable classroom or another, he picks up a whiteboard marker and takes the children through a little cartoon magic show. ‘Watch this,’ he says. He traces the outline of his fist and, with the addition of a few splashes of orange and black marker, turns it into a smiling giraffe.

As the allotted hour speeds by, his performance grows racier. He draws – to the alarm of the teacher and the delight of the kids – the outline of a heavy-set man bending over. And then, with a quick, clever line, he turns it into a drawing of a lightbulb. He sketches a curved oblong and two spheres (a dick and balls, surely – universally unmistakable) that, with the addition of a couple of triangles for ears and a tail, becomes a harmless cartoon cat.

It’s a version of the edge-lord persona he’d coasted on for so long, but stripped back to its very essence. The ten-year-olds can’t get enough. An unexpected, heart-warming discovery in the depths of the country – Oli has found his level.

Importantly, no one in primary school knows or cares who he is. By the end of the allotted hour, Oli is recharged, his humiliation forgotten. Then he drives across town to do a guest-speaker gig at the RSL, where everyone knows who he is and provides a steady tattoo of complaint while he has a counter meal and a pot of beer with them.

‘My grandad was at Tobruk, where they knew what to do to people like you.’

‘You have no idea what freedom costs, that’s what’s wrong with you people.’

‘Your lifestyle is only possible because of what the diggers sacrificed.’

And so on.

Then, finally, a local reporter meets him, shakes his hand, listens to his mea culpa, and photographs him holding a mugaccino and that town’s world-famous vanilla slice.

Oli then uploads pictures from the school, RSL and interview to his Instagram (comments remain turned off) and taps out a caption about what time to reflect has given him, documenting his joy at being back in the bush.


Of course, Oli can’t wait to leave the bush. He doesn’t know why inner-city elites are cast as latte-sippers – he has never been called upon to drink so much milk as these weeks touring the regions. He is constantly queasy. He can’t imagine how much money these appearances pay, but it must be worthwhile – Anton would not lie to him – so he soldiers on, smiles brilliantly with his strong teeth, and dreams of a proper macchiato.











Chapter Thirty-Six




‘Let’s change the subject,’ says the Ghost. ‘If you hate travelling that much.’

‘I like travel. I like to travel. But to destinations. Places. Europe. Stuff like that. Not this – this is a calamity.’

The Ghost persists. ‘So tell me about Europe. Your first trip to Europe.’

That too, had been calamitous – his goal had been to see the European masters, but he’d managed only to get stuck in an Escher loop of budget airlines. EasyJet lost his luggage and broke his spirit, but delivered him to Paris just in time for a general stoppage that tested his patience, challenged his politics, and closed all the museums.

The trip was only salvaged at the last minute when he discovered, quite by accident, that the cedar hedge maze on either side of the Carrousel du Louvre became a cruising ground at night. There, with the cheerful honking of French traffic in the background, and in the company of strange men who showed him familiar pastimes and exciting new ways to wear a scarf, Paris proved itself to be just as charming as the movies had made it out to be.

‘And did you ever go back?’ the Ghost asks, making notes.

‘You know, it’s weird. I went back to Paris, but for some reason I could never find that beat again. It just vanished.’

‘Maybe it’s like Platform Nine and Three-Quarters?’ the Ghost suggests. ‘Not visible to Muggle eyes.’

‘The fuck are you talking about?’

Oli’s a little too old for the reference, and besides, he didn’t have that kind of childhood. An uneasy weight begins to settle on Oli’s chest as the Ghost, mistaking his torpid silence for vulnerability, asks him what he did for fun as a kid. He changes the subject. Finds an excuse to hang up early.

All at once he feels tired, broken. His heart is the Paris metro: it could stop without warning or reason, and nobody but him would be all that upset about it.

Loneliness engulfs him. He trawls a hook-up app, but finds only dismal prospects here in the middle of nowhere. It’s for the best. Oli is shy of the apps; he’s famous enough that someone screenshotting an unwise photo could cause him considerable grief, but not talented enough to take one that would work while maintaining his anonymity. For a celebrated artist, he is remarkably bad at photography. Time and again he has tried to take an appealing dick pic, but somehow always manages to make something that HR Giger could reasonably demand royalties for.

He doesn’t even like receiving nudes all that much. They always seem a little too artfully shot, smoothed by photographic filters so they feel uncanny and mass-produced. Oli is fussy when it comes to provenance. He would like to imagine that the images on his screen are bespoke, made to order to suit the thirsty moment, but everything feels like it’s been sent to fifteen other people before him. Warhol had ruined everything.

He gives up and turns off his phone.











Chapter Thirty-Seven




The night is rough, but in the morning he checks his itinerary and his morale is restored. The purgatorial part of his tour is over, and the remainder takes him home, briefly, to recharge. Then it’s on to the feeder schools of the North Shore, up the coast of New South Wales and wending through the monied retirement towns of Queensland, before terminating at a wealthy arts retreat at the tropical tip of the country.

In Sydney, back on safe ground and with the finish line in sight, Oli feels energised, in charge of his own fate again. In fact, Anton had directed him to bypass Sydney altogether, warned him that his home was off limits, intimating that there would be paparazzi or worse waiting for him, but Oli can’t stomach his robotic hire car any longer. It beeps sadly when he hands the key over to the clerk at the depot.

He’s got just enough time in his itinerary to catch an Uber home and change his clothes. But when he gets there the front door (unlocked) swings open when he reaches for the handle, and inside he finds pandemonium. Random objects litter the floors, clothes are strewn all over the place, drawers having been dumped out seemingly at random. He surveys the mess with dismay, then decides it’s all too much to deal with. He gets changed, throws some new clothes into his bag, and closes the front door behind him.

If Oli had been more thorough, had spent more than a moment at home, he might have noticed several expensive items had been removed. He would certainly have found the note – a very threatening note – pinned to the wall of his studio with a chef’s knife. Instead he decides to ask Anton to fire his cleaners, climbs behind the wheel of his ute, and gets back on the road.

He is greatly cheered to be driving his own vehicle, a secondhand Toyota Hilux he bought when he was poor, continued driving as an affectation even once he was rich, and simply has never gotten around to upgrading, never mind maintaining.

This is an important part of Oli’s character. In life, as in art, the small details are how we make sense of the larger picture – one such important detail: the car is uninsured. In a practical sense, it is unroadworthy. For months it has sat forgotten, parked under the jacaranda in his front yard. It rolls out on flattened tyres, streaked with possum piss and dusted with purple petals that burst elegantly from behind the windscreen wipers as he accelerates out of his driveway.











Chapter Thirty-Eight




The Hilux’s neglect does not reflect the state of Oli’s heart; he loves his car, it’s just that it is not well-loved. Oli’s is a superficial kind of love, prioritising aesthetics over fundamentals. He can conjure the essential spirit of a V8 on a canvas with intricate application of brush and knife but is unable to keep his Hilux moving in a straight line from A to B. The mechanics of motoring are beyond him.

Here on the highway, doing 120, how is he supposed to read the traffic ahead? How is he supposed to keep a safe distance from the cars both in front and behind him? There is so much else that needs doing. His phone is beeping with a text message that must be read – right now – lest it be urgent.

It is not. But in retrieving his phone he has managed to delete his destination from the maps app and, in the struggle to re-enter it, the phone slips from his fingers and tumbles into the gap below the car seat. Now he has no phone and no map, so he is lighting a cigarette to distract himself from the anxiety that causes him.

Or that’s what he would be doing if his lighter would spark. He fights a brief, brutal thumb war with the metal wheel, which leaves him chafed and bloody, but finally the flame bursts into life. There is time for one grateful drag before a motorcycle roaring past startles him and the cigarette joins the phone on the carpeting below. Oli takes one hand off the wheel and hunches down to grope for it. He can smell the upholstery beginning to smoulder.

Just as he’s located the lost butt, a second bike passes on his left. Again he flinches, crushing the cigarette in his fist, but this time the Hilux flinches with him, careening briefly into the next lane and causing a mess of honking.

Patting at the embers in the strands of tobacco in his lap, Oli considers the two offending Harleys as they roar off towards the horizon. He doesn’t care for motorcycles. The biker jackets he wears for photoshoots are artfully distressed by American couturiers in a New York boutique. They would prove fatal if he were to actually ride a Harley, which he never will. Motorbikes in general remind him of unpleasant work, zooming around paddocks on cacophonous two-stroke motors to check on calves who – sweet, dumb angels – rushed to greet him whenever he visited.

There is something about Harleys in particular that he finds absurd. The riding position, in which huge men in creaking leather sit with legs spread and arms raised above their heads, brings to mind a disastrous encounter, dredged from the depths of memory, during the lost years after he first moved to the big city. A stuffy nightclub basement that smelled of bleach and body odour, reached through a security door that required a password. A huge, soft man sweating from the heat and trembling with excitement, trussed in an elaborate leather harness bolted to the ceiling. Before him stood young Oli – recently expelled from his family, searching for alternatives – holding a rubber cat-o’-nine-tails. This had been handed to him without explanation, and he stared at it in dismay, unsure of what exactly was being asked of him.

Loneliness had brought him there, a callow hope that he would find himself at home in one of these places. It was not to be. Every time he unbuckled his belt somewhere new he felt like he was cheating, less on the boy he’d left behind but by trying to find a shortcut into a community. He did not find it in that club on that night – what transpired was a snack from a bain-marie: hot, generously portioned, but not very nice.

The memory submerges just as quickly as it bobbed up. Oli has reached his destination, guiding his beloved Hilux into the carpark of the Anglican Adventure School Camp for Boys.

Most of the parking spaces are taken, the lot lined with pristine new-model Mercedes and Audi convertibles, all of them with red P-plates stuck in the windows. His ute’s engine switches off with a happy little rattle.

‘Hello, mate,’ he says to the friendly-looking, sunburned teacher at reception. ‘I’m Oli Darling, here to speak to the boys.’ He puts his bags down and uses his shirtsleeve to wipe the sweat from his brow.

‘Welcome!’ she chirps. ‘Let me just find you in the system and print out a name badge! Just a formality! For safety! You understand.’

She is chatty, very chatty, laying down suppressing fire of pleasantries while she taps away at the computer. The room is stifling, and Oli begins to wilt. The pock, pock, pock of his sweat dripping onto the floor runs counterpoint to the staccato of the teacher’s typing. For a moment, he is almost at peace, lulled by the rhythm and the heat, until she looks up with a frown.

‘There seems to be some problem here, Mr Darling. Won’t take long to sort out. Sorry it’s so warm.’

‘No problem, no worries.’ He lifts up his shirt to wipe away the sweat, leaving a topsy-turvy Rorschach of his face in the fabric. ‘I grew up around here. I’m practically at home.’

Oli is not lying here, barely at all. It’s almost the truth.











Chapter Thirty-Nine




A memory: Oli sitting in a baking portable classroom abutted by a parched sports oval. A stretch of dead grass, a cane field on the far side of it. He spent a great deal of time staring out the window at that field, doodling absently in the margins of his book, or using the blade from his pencil sharpener to carve profanity into the rococo graffiti that had built up on the desk over generations.

At this point, there was little remarkable about Oli. He was tall, athletic, reasonably popular. He got along well with the other boys, charming enough to avoid the bullies and canny enough to know when to join a stacks on.

This was his final year of high school. Most of the students had known each other their whole lives, but after this year they would scatter like grain released from a silo. Some would go to university, most would not. Some would learn a trade, some would farm. The children of landowners, like Oli, lived on their family estates now, but after graduation they would be heading off to colleges and university in the cities, before their brief, boozy rumspringa ended and they returned to take over the family land.

In this town, parents with acreages were few and far between. One by one, estates had been carved up and leased out to companies based on the coast. There were few jobs to be had – the smart money was on leaving. It was a town people moved away from, not to, but on the first day of school a few new faces were always folded into Oli’s year level. Scarce population meant that the Year 12s and 11s formed a composite homeroom. The latter, just starting their HSCs, had outgrown the little farm schools scattered through the region and had blown into town like hayseeds.

One of them walked by just now; school uniform of grey shorts, short-sleeve shirt, black patent leather shoes. All the boys had to wear that uniform, nobody looked good in it, but this kid still looked worse than seemed reasonable.

He was rake-thin and carried himself delicately, like an injured stick insect. He wore glasses. Worst of all, he wore a cap – an oversized, goofy trucker hat, with a prominent decal of a bright yellow flower stitched above the brim. It was an outlandish, monstrous hat.

As he entered homeroom, the boy flashed a shy smile from underneath it. Oli felt a rush of horror for him, the way he might if he’d found a baby bird fallen from its nest, covered in ants, in need of a merciful stomping.

The boy took an empty seat by the window, a couple of rows up from where Oli sat. He folded his limbs neatly under the desk, sat up straight – there was nothing about him that belonged in this room. The other boys, sprawled inelegantly beneath their desks, exchanged appraising looks, like diners in a restaurant unsure if their wine was corked. The boy took notice, the shy smile dropping from his face, and he turned to stare out the window. As he shifted, his leg jutted out and caught a ray of sun, and Oli’s eyes were drawn to it. He stared, unaware that he was doing so.

It was like he had never really noticed anything, never really paid attention to anything quite the way this demanded he do – the way the muscles weaved against one another as the boy absentmindedly jiggled his leg, the dust motes tumbling around them, the fine light catching the downy hair on his calves. The whole world, the oppressive heat, the droning voice of the teacher calling the roll, it all seem to fade and shrink into one sensation.

Oli startled back to reality when the boy looked up, caught his gaze. Again, that shy smile. Oli was stricken – by the smile, by the realisation that the other boys had caught him staring. He had to improvise.

‘Nice hat,’ he said loudly, and a moment later, under his breath so that he had plausible deniability, ‘Faggot.’

The boy recoiled as if struck, and the rest of the boys cackled.

Even the teacher snorted in amusement. ‘Come on, Daffo,’ he drawled. ‘No hats in the classroom. Don’t care how you are at home, but let’s leave it there, right?’

That was it for the lad; he had been marked. School would not be easy for this strange, soft boy in the middle of the most bedraggling stage of puberty.

At lunchtime, Oli watched from across the oval as the new boy lined up at the school canteen and came away with his lunch: a sausage roll and a pink Big M. Oli grew apprehensive. The tuckshop fridge was stocked with chilled bottles of Coke, orange juice and flavoured milk, which was available in chocolate, banana, iced coffee and strawberry. The last was reserved only for girls. For a boy to order one would be considered queer on a number of levels.

It was weird enough that anyone would order milk in that heat, but with the hot-pink carton the new kid had signed his own death warrant. It was the choice of someone dangerously ignorant of how the world worked. A little shiver of horror passed through Oli as he watched the boy prise open the carton with his delicate fingers and happily down the first glug. He smiled afterwards. The smile was beautiful.

The other boys, too, were watching. They waited patiently until the teacher on duty was out of sight, then they swarmed.

‘Here, Daffo,’ the biggest unit said, grabbing the boy’s collar. ‘Give us a look at you.’

When it was done, the new boy stared quietly at his shoes as the other boys scurried off, laughing and shoving each other. His shirt was ruined, stained at the back where hot sausage and sauce had been crammed down the collar, and down the front with a hot spurt of blood. His skin, where it showed through the fabric, seemed whiter even than the bleached school shirt, and somehow more obscene than the violence Oli had just witnessed.

The shirt’s buttons were scattered on the scorching bitumen, where the boy’s Big M lay abandoned on its side, the drink spread out in a hot-pink puddle. The pock, pock, pock of blood still dripping from his nose stippled the spilled milk as he gathered up his buttons. No tears. He didn’t even look sad, just resigned. This was always going to happen. He knew it. Everyone knew it.


‘Take an early mark today, Daffo,’ the teacher told him when he came across the scene. ‘And don’t let this happen again. Yeah?’

That moment – the boy’s eyes – haunted Oli. Rather than going back to class, Oli trailed the new kid halfway home. The lad walked with his head down, eyes fixed on his shoes. Now and then he raised an arm to wipe at his nose with his sleeve, which came away with faint trails of blood and snot.

Oli waited until they were on a desolate dirt road, with no one there to gossip except the whispering, tinder-dry sugarcane. Sure that they were safe from witnesses, he ran to catch up.

‘Listen, mate,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean what I said earlier. I was just trying to be funny.’

The boy dipped his head. A small, efficient gesture of acceptance.

‘I’m Oliver.’

‘Oli,’ said the boy. ‘I’m Rio. Rio Green.’

There was a long moment and then Rio asked if he wanted to go play PlayStation. Oli – whose father considered video games a wasteful and feminising pastime – was smitten. Oli’s father, had he been more open-minded, probably would have approved of the games available, which featured both brutal violence and traditional gender roles. We’ll never know, because the boys kept their play secret, but after two weeks of beating the shit out of each other in Tekken after school, they were friends.

Rio was short for Riordan, a proud family name given to him in a fit of misguided patriotism by his dad. It had sentenced his son to a lifetime of bullying.

Rio lived way out past the edge of town, in a house that was either half built or half demolished. A work in progress, an optimist might call it. Walls remained unfinished, with yellow insulation batts peeking through timber scaffolding. Blue sheets of tarpaulin flapped in the breeze where windows were wanting. The lounge room bled into the kitchen, the floor scattered with spools of wire, PVC piping, shipping pallets.

Here and there, the junk had been refashioned into furniture by Rio’s dad, who was a builder who never seemed to build anything. He described himself as ‘handy’. He’d disappear for days at a time in his rusted truck and return with the tray loaded with bricks and salvaged metal. With these he meant to finish the reno, but they ended up stockpiled under tarps in the yard.

Exactly what he needed to finish the job always seemed to elude him, but the pubs didn’t, two of which were an easy drive away. One or the other would always, against their better judgement, let him back in. On the rare occasions where both refused him entry, there was always a carton of XXXX Gold stashed away somewhere. Now and again Rio would steal a couple of stubbies and the two friends would ride for miles to find some secluded spot in a sugar field to drink them, hot, disgusting, delightful.

They didn’t really need to be so discreet. Rio’s dad wasn’t paying that much attention. Rio’s parenting, such as it was, was done by his older sister, Erin. At the time, in Oli’s eyes, she seemed not just older but old. Looking back, she must have been barely thirty. But she seemed already matronly, with floral dresses and a waddling gait as she brought the boys snacks – jugs of cordial and neat squares of fairy bread. Oli, since his dad trusted sweets even less than he did video games, would gorge on these until he puked. A biographer on the hunt would find here, alongside some of Oli’s happiest memories, a formative impulse-control problem.

The Greens’ home was miles from Oli’s farmhouse, and the distance between them had to be bridged by bike, hours of the two of them pedalling lazily from house to house, in silence for the most part. Comfortable silence – too comfortable, maybe. Some mornings would pass where they said nothing, just whizzed by each other on the way to the waterhole. There they would strip down, swim, and then dry themselves like lizards on the rocks, Rio with his trucker cap pulled down low over his eyes against the sun.

The hat, it turned out, was not an affectation but a memento. It was his mother’s – dead now, not long before Rio moved here. He never took it off, no matter how much aggro it attracted. He could count on one hand the number of times anyone other than Oli had called him by his real name. To everyone else he was ‘that Daffo cunt’, which over time softened to just ‘Daffo’. Even Oli started calling him that, but in a different spirit than the way people hurled it from the windows of passing utes.

In inner-city Melbourne, ten years in the future, that hat would have been a sort of fashion-forward statement. But there and then, in that small country town, Rio may as well have been from outer space. It was clear that nothing about him belonged. It was as though he were put on this earth by mistake.











Chapter Forty




‘There’s been a mistake,’ the teacher staffing the reception desk tells Oli. ‘I’m terribly sorry, but there’s nothing in the schedule about an artist.’

She makes a call, and another call, and another. Oli waits, and waits, and continues to wilt. He feels he has sweated out all the water in his body and transformed into service-station biltong – salty and wiry and oily. But finally the woman hangs up the phone, with a sigh and a solution to the mystery.

The original plan: Oli was going to run a masterclass for kids on summer camp seconded from a sandstone high school in Sydney. It’s a good school – and it has produced some very bad people. Details aren’t necessary, because the students are some of the wealthiest young men in Australia, from the most powerful families, and traditionally become wealthy, powerful lawyers.

What Oli’s doing at the Anglican Adventure School Camp for Boys, he doesn’t know. His brand, while not threatening, isn’t exactly conservative either. Is it? He starts to worry that after years spent carefully cultivating an edgy and counter-cultural image, he’s being asked to talk to nerds. When Anton had pitched it, Oli had been offended that a conservative Christian school would allow him to lecture. Did the 78ers make their immense sacrifice only for him to carpetbag it for his own profit? He had only been mollified by the immense speaker’s fee the school had offered. At the end of the day, it was a lot of money, and 1978 was a long time ago.

It’s only now, as he learns that the school, in fact, does not want him to speak to their students, that he realises how unpalatable swallowing your pride is.

The teacher gives Oli some unsettling news: his masterclass has been cancelled. It is true that he had been booked by the school, but that was before his disgrace had been fully processed by the slow-moving bureaucracy that had brought him here. One by one, the venues who had requested the pleasure of Oli’s company have been calling to rescind. Until now he has stayed one step ahead of the cancellations, but finally, here, the hammer has been brought down by a scandalised parents’ association. The itinerary that he has until now kept pressed to his heart like a talisman, with its soothing instructions on how to proceed, and even more placating inventory of remuneration, is obsolete.

Oli’s face falls – like a handkerchief dropped by a Victorian wraith – and the teacher moves to pick it up. She turns back to the phone and, after a series of furtive, hushed calls, finds him a silver lining. There is a hole in the program where a motivational speaker, a retired footy player, has dropped out. If Oli can talk for forty minutes, allowing ten minutes for questions at the end, the gig is his. An hour’s work instead of a whole day, but he will be put up for the night and sent away with the entirety of the footballer’s speaker’s fee. He agrees. Equal pay for equal work – it’s what the 78ers would have wanted.

One of the students is summoned, an eager little nerd in a rugby jersey, to take him to his room. Oli, despite what he might tell you, does not hate privilege. At least, he does not hate his own. But this is an entirely new brand. Walking through the grounds of the camp makes him itch with status anxiety. Churches and lecture halls stand against seawalls holding back a glittering blue bay. Not one, not two, but a triptych of perfect, verdant sports ovals. On one, burly Michelangelo models feint and weave across a rugby field. On another, children wearing army uniforms parade in lockstep. It is a surreal sight, but the child sent to escort him does not seem to think so.

‘Those are our cadets,’ he says, as though this is a perfectly reasonable thing for children to be. ‘In the Army Reserve.’

Oli’s room is once again almost indistinguishable from last night’s motel room. The only difference is the toilet is less effusive in its promises it has been sanitised, there’s no beer in the mini-fridge and, like the closeted, conflicted Christians he used to fuck after lights-out at college, it smells like sweat and Lynx body spray, which is to say, it smells of loneliness.

Oli has a few hours to kill until his talk. He is near the ocean – if he listens carefully, he can hear the distant roar of surf – but the solitary window looks out over the carpark, where the students’ Mercedes glitter in the sun. Oli throws his bag on the floor and himself onto the camp bed, which gives a squeak of complaint. Oli, after a moment’s thought, decides to complain too.

‘Mate,’ he says. Anton picked up on the first ring. ‘There’s been a fuck-up. They don’t even want me here.’


‘It’s a good gig, Oli. Prestigious. I’ve heard Bill Henson did it the year before last.’

If Oli was listening more closely he would detect a note of stress, perhaps even fear in Anton’s voice. But he is not listening closely – he is testing the firmness of the bed by bouncing a little.

‘They’ve put me in some kind of dorm. Where did they put Bill? I bet they put him somewhere with a view.’

‘I’m sure the room is fine, Oli. And besides, Bill Henson is a master of chiaroscuro. Bill Henson is a national treasure.’

‘Bill’s not all that. Anyone with an iPhone and a bag of lollies could do what he does.’

‘Oli, I really need you to take this seriously. You’re in real trouble. I’m in real trouble.’

‘Yes, yes, fine.’

Defeated, he decides to go for a swim. He knows he packed a pair of swimming trunks, and he finds them crumpled and neglected in the bottom of his duffle bag. He can’t remember when he last wore them, but he remembers them being more flattering. He stands before the studio mirror, surveys himself, sighs. He feels the weight of the years, and the mirror agrees.

He decides to make some changes for his health, just not right away. First, he has to find some way to get through this lecture, which means bringing down the nerves tightening his chest. A brisk swim, he thinks, and before that a few darts, would be a step in the right direction.

He’s barely stepped outside and gotten his lighter to spark when the teacher who’d greeted him on arrival materialises.

‘Hello!’ she yells with her unnerving friendliness. ‘There’s no smoking here!’

‘Oh right, shit. Sorry, I —’


‘We don’t use profanity either!’

‘Oh God, sorry.’

‘Or take His name in vain!’

Oli’s mouth opens again, but only to remove the cigarette and chastely sheathe it back in its packet. The feeling deepens that he is lost, far from anywhere that makes sense. Why is he here, half naked in shorts and thongs, being scolded by a teacher, as in an anxiety dream?

He’s a grown man, having made the inevitable exchange: trading the freedoms of childhood for independence. It had been no small sacrifice. He missed the accoutrements of youth; fresh, limitless potential, the unbounded possibilities of new love, new and innocent and unexpected delights. All that was in the past. Never again would he see Paris through the eyes of a young man. Or stand weeping for the first time before a Caravaggio. Or be invited to be photographed by Bill Henson.

‘Look, I’m sorry,’ he tells the teacher. ‘I’m just going to go down to the beach for a swim. If that’s okay?’

‘It’s not!’ she says brightly. ‘Because of the buddy system! The tides are very strong, and we don’t take risks here at the Anglican Adventure Camp School for Boys. Swimming and surfing are only allowed in groups of two or more, and when supervised by an adult.’

‘But I am an adult.’

‘Then all you need is a buddy!’

This is the story of Oli’s life.

‘Righto, well, I’ll just go for a walk on the beach then, if that’s allowed.’

‘Absolutely! Have fun and God bless!’











Chapter Forty-One




Buddyless, Oli wanders down to the beach, nursing a Schrödingerian craving for both solitude and company. Above all, he wants a cigarette, but he can feel the eyes of the teacher following him.

At the breakwater, the manicured lawns of the Anglican Adventure Camp School for Boys give way to the most beautiful surf beach he has ever seen. He has lived near Sydney long enough that he is spoiled for beaches, but this knocks the wind out of him. Who knew that God was the greatest artist of all? The Anglicans, of course. Not only that, they had the divine inspiration to buy this beach and keep it safe from people like him.

Each time Oli looks over his shoulder he sees the teacher watching him from her perch by the dormitory, and her cheerful wave (hello!) lets him know it is not safe for him to smoke here.

He scans the beach and spots a clutch of sand dunes at the far end of the cove. He takes a moment to calculate the angles and sightlines, dusting off mental tricks he hasn’t touched since art school, and moves towards the privacy of those hidden nooks and crannies.

But as he wanders up and over the first of the dunes, he surprises two students who have also snuck off to smoke. A tanned, fair-haired boy is reclining with his eyes closed, enjoying the sun on his face. The other, pale and with darker hair, is resting his head on his friend’s belly. He has the joint in his hand, exhaling a lazy plume of smoke, lost in thought, then chokes when he notices Oli watching. He swears, and both boys sit up, warily eyeing Oli as he scrambles down the sandbank waving his arms and making soothing noises that come out as paranoid exclamations.

‘It’s fine! I’m fine! You’re fine!’

Then, as he sees the boy preparing to flick the joint away, he gently screams, ‘Oi! Don’t do that! I mean . . . can I have some?’

The two boys look at each other, surprised.

‘This?’ The darker one holds out the joint. ‘That’s a terrible idea.’

‘Why?’ asks Oli.

‘Because,’ the blond kid holds his hand out in front of him and mimes a spatula turning meat over on a grill, ‘you’ll be flipping burgers for the rest of your life if you get caught smoking weed with students.’

‘No.’ Oli smiles at the misunderstanding. ‘Don’t worry! I’m not a teacher. I’m just some guy!’ And then, as this has made the situation worse, he rushes to explain the situation with the masterclass, the lecture, how he’s just kind of waiting around now and, with all that in mind, would like to get high on the beach. The boys confer among themselves and make him a proposition. They want to go surfing but are only allowed if accompanied by an adult. The moment they go out on the waves without a chaperone, the eagle-eyed teachers will raise the alarm.

‘I don’t know. The thing is, mates,’ Oli thinks this over, eyeing the joint hungrily as it blazes away, ‘I can’t really swim.’

‘We’re not going swimming.’ The blond shrugs. ‘We’re going surfing.’

He holds out the joint in offer and Oli is already reaching out to receive it. He takes a drag, coughs, and recalls that he rarely smokes pot. He’s not any better at it than he is at swimming. Urgently, he remembers why he stopped smoking weed. The gear the children smoke these days is a world away from the mellow high he’d found in the bush-bud of his youth. The trend is for genetically engineered, chemically optimised, nightmare-strength weed – two puffs in and he passes it off, already past his limit.

The brunette looks concerned. ‘You’ve done this before, right?’

Oli nods, coughs. ‘A long time ago, but. And that was . . . gentler.’











Chapter Forty-Two




Rio’s dad grew pot – five fragrant monstrosities in trash cans full of potting mix so he could move them around the property to discourage theft. Rio and Oli stole buds from them every so often, which they rolled into tiny, messy joints and smoked crouching in the cane fields of the lonely farms.

To get the most bang for their buck, they took up a technique of getting high passed down by generations of country kids. They inhaled, held, exhaled until they grew light-headed, then punched each other in the solar plexus and into partial unconsciousness. The sudden dimming of the world into something cosy and strange, the feeling of falling safe into someone’s arms and the threat of total oblivion.

The days meandered. There were few CDs in Rio’s house, but his dad had a record player, and in the heat of the day they would lie on the cold bluestone floor and listen to psychedelia: Jimi Hendrix, The Doors, The Grateful Dead. Their favourite was Dark Side of the Moon and, when Rio’s dad was out, they’d lie with their heads between the stereo speakers and crank them as loud as they would go so that the whooshing from one channel to the other pummelled their senses until they bled into each other. Together they shared the pleasant discovery that life could run deeper than reality.

Rio opened Oli’s eyes in many ways. He indulged in his hobbies – nerd shit, elaborate fantasies – without understanding that to take pride in them was to put a target on his own back. He was so guileless that Oli’s protective instincts were set off like an allergy. Fantasy books, science fiction, comic books, graphic novels – Oli adopted them all in solidarity.

How to describe their friendship? Like driving to a rented house, arriving late at night, going to bed cold and hungry, and waking in the morning to find the darkness replaced by a magnificent view – that the world has snuck up the most indescribable beauty while you were looking the other way.

Rio wanted to be an artist and Oli wanted to please him, so he pretended to be into it as well. Until, to his surprise, he really was. Oli had never found anyone who was passionate about anything, who wanted so badly and so nakedly to do something with his life. The joy was contagious.

Once he’d learned the basics from Rio, Oli painted in secret. He was not embarrassed, not exactly – even then, shame was not part of Oli’s repertoire – but his dreams would hardly be helped if his dad knew about them. He understood early on that talent and ambition don’t get you far unless you also apply a little rat cunning.

He shared that part of himself with no one but Rio, stashing his canvases beneath the poorly fitted floorboards under Rio’s bed. Both boys understood that some things were just for them.


Then, one day, just a few years too late, they discovered Nirvana. One evening that summer, they found themselves alone – Erin working the nightshift at Coles, Dad out on a tear – and rolled joint after joint and listened to Nevermind again and again.

‘He sounds so sad,’ said Rio. ‘I can’t believe they didn’t know he was going to off himself.’

‘Yeah.’ Oli tried to articulate a little of what the record stirred in him. ‘It’s fucked, hey? That he’s dead, I mean.’

‘I would’ve like to meet him one day.’

‘Hey.’ Oli’s eyes widened as an idea hit him. Perhaps the best he’d ever had. He propped himself up on an elbow. ‘What if we could?’

On a piece of stiff cardboard, Oli sketched out the metrics of a Ouija board: letters, numbers, YES and NO. Rio found a glass ashtray to serve as a planchette to slide around the board while Oli busied himself lighting candles and dimming the lights.

When they were ready, a moment of hesitation. The boys sat opposite each other, waiting for the other to begin.

‘Are you scared?’ asked Oli.

Rio shook his head.

‘You are.’ Oli’s teeth shone under candlelight. ‘I can tell.’

Rio ignored Oli, furrowing his brow in concentration. Oli turned his attention to the planchette, rested his fingers lightly on the glass and after a moment Rio did the same. Their fingertips rested millimetres away from each other and Oli felt something there, effervescence sparking in the static between them. The ashtray trembled.

‘BOO!’ yelled Rio, and Oli yelped. Embarrassed, he clipped his friend lightly over the ear and set his fingers back on the glass.


He was bashful, which made him clumsy, so now his fingers pressed lightly against the other boy’s. He didn’t move them away. It would have been too self-conscious a thing to do.

They began. ‘Are there any spirits in the room with us?’ The glass shivered and shifted on the board. Oli could see the whites of Rio’s eyes all the way around. They both accused the other of moving the planchette. They both denied it.

‘We want to speak to Kurt Cobain,’ said Oli. ‘We want to know why he did it.’

The planchette slid across the cardboard. YES.

‘Are we speaking to Kurt?’

NO.

‘Then who are we speaking to?’

The planchette shook but did not move.

‘Do you have a message from the other side?’

The glass rocketed across the board to YES.

‘Who is the message for?’

The dark, the candles; there was something else in the room with them. Oli could hear it in the wicking of the flame, feel it where their fingers made contact. The whole world felt as though it was vibrating.

The planchette moved, slid across the board. F.

Rio’s eyes were huge and black in the dark.

‘You’re moving it!’ he said.

‘Nah.’

‘You fucking are.’

‘Shut up, Rio. It’s going again.’

The glass slid faster now. From the F to the A to the G. Oli cracked and started laughing before Rio understood, and when he did, the other boy launched at him, pummelling Oli with his twiggy fists. Oli could have overpowered him easily, but he was breathless, wheezing with laughter, and so it took him a moment to recover, and in that time Rio had got the better of him, pinning him to the floor with his knees digging into Oli’s biceps.

‘Take it back,’ he panted.

‘Will not.’

Rio reached down to give Oli a little punch in the flesh of his thigh, but Oli did not relent. He strained and bucked, and the fight was back on.

They were so absorbed in the struggle, their little world of panting and hot breath in ears and grunted, playful threats, that they did not notice Rio’s dad, who had found his way home from the pub, weaving drunk, keys confiscated, without his truck.

Without the sound of the engine in the driveway, they’d had no warning, and no idea how long the old man had been watching his son straddling the other boy in the candlelight. The drug-addled séance was embarrassing enough, but if you were to walk in on it unexpectedly, it would look like another thing altogether.

So much of perception has nothing to do with what the eyes see. This is what art is all about, after all. Why do we bother to record the way the world seems to us, if not to share the delightful sensation of slipping behind someone else’s eyes?

The lights went on and the blow came a second later. A heavy, open-handed slap that sent Rio sprawling across the room in a crumpled heap. Rio’s dad stood over him, breathing heavily, then rounded on Oli. He flung out a right hook that turned, at the last moment, into a push that had Oli skittering across the floor.











Chapter Forty-Three




The waves dump Oli before he can get out past the breakers. He shoots – tumbling driftwood of a man – to the seafloor. Sparkling foam and effervescent panic consume him as he searches for the surface. Oli is sure that when he bobs up he’ll find himself doomed, whipped out into a rip, where he will expire, cold and alone, as the briny sea consumes him.

But no, he finds himself still in the shallows, unhurt beyond his pride. He is struggling to mount his board again and the boys are laughing at him. They paddle over and haul him back onto the board, but they won’t let him go back to land, instead urging him further out to sea. Oli is helpless to argue – the pot has affected him tremendously.

He is too high to be out on the water, too old and unsteady to be trying new things. How has he found himself here? What is he doing with these children? Why doesn’t he have children of his own? He’d always assumed he would have a family, one day, although the mechanics have escaped him. He does not want to drown alone in the world, but he will, almost certainly. A human being has never been as alone and afraid as Oli Darling on that board, about to submerge and expire in the absolute obscurity of the ocean floor.

The whole experience is the worst thing that has ever happened to Oli, but only for the first ten minutes. After that it is glorious.

The ocean batters Oli: down he goes, again and again. It is unbearable. Then some circuit deep in his soul shorts out and, all of a sudden, he is having the time of his life. Each time he emerges from the waves he feels born again, newly energised, invincible. He has learned something about the water that most people figure out decades earlier – you can be dumped and mauled and tossed about, but you will always find your way to the surface.

Before long, he is out past the breakers, waiting with the boys for an ideal wave. The two of them sit astride long, shining monoliths of fibreglass, built like old American cars – their own boards from their homes in Bronte. Oli is riding on a boogie board that belongs to the camp, a chipped and sun-blasted slab of foam roughly the size and shape of a tombstone.

He can peer down over the lip into the perfect blue below, where shoals of fish dart and play. Oli is entranced by a magnificent wing of whiting spiralling far below. It is the weed, maybe, but in the submarine ballet he can see the divine pattern to the world, all of nature’s glory, the golden ratio of the silver fish sailing in unison like starlings. The boys catch him staring and, without the words to express all this beauty, he simply points down into the depths.


The blond follows his gaze and frowns. ‘Shit. That’s not good,’ he says.

‘What’s not good?’ Oli’s joy vanishes as quickly as it came.

‘Big schools of fish can make the water a bit sharky.’

Oli has never heard this adjective. Perhaps it’s just a thing kids say, some impenetrable bit of slang lifted from the internet, but still, he feels he must ask: ‘What the fuck do you mean, “sharky”?’

The boys shush him. They are perched with their knees and hands atop their boards, peering down into the deep. ‘Be quiet. Keep your eyes open.’

Oli scrambles up onto his own board, tries to fold his limbs under him, slips halfway off the styrofoam and clambers back up again.

The blond kid points and murmurs. ‘There. There she goes.’

Oli experiences one of those epoch-shifting seconds, like the one before your first kiss, or perhaps the terminal kiss, the one that is so transcendent it erases the memory of all kisses before it. The moment when, slicing an avocado for breakfast, you realise the knife has slipped through finger and bone and the day ahead will turn out decidedly different. A conversation your doctor asks you to sit down for.

Oli had not planned for this day to be a bit sharky. He is perched precariously on an esky lid in the ocean and, below, the school of shimmering fish shatters as a cold white bulk shoots through it.

Why did the ocean, already splendid with infinite wonder and unimaginable terrors, feel the need to produce a creature that is, as the kids say, so extra? What surfeit of teeth and nightmares did creation have in mind with these elegant, emotionless killing machines?


Below, the monster turns slow, wide circles. Judging from its expression, not even the shark likes its job. It takes no joy from the waves the way a dolphin does, revelling in play and song and sex, those elegant perverts of the sea. It is not, like the octopus, intelligent, curious, tasting, touching, talking, every chromatophore of its skin a miraculous all-seeing eye of strange alien intelligence. It is not even the jellyfish, that spineless, Oli-esque fool, content to drift on the tides of fate.

The shark will eat all these things, but it will enjoy none of them. It will go about its business, looking for days to ruin.

‘Shit! Shit!’ Oli’s eyes are stark against his sunburned face and salt-streaked mane. ‘What do we do?’

‘Shhh . . .’ The brunette gestures with one hand for Oli to simmer down. ‘It’s just a baby.’

A baby. Oli has found few situations that have been improved by the appearance of a baby, and this will be no exception. He grips his board tighter.

‘It’s just curious,’ the blond says in a low, level voice. ‘Like a puppy. It’s just sniffing around, trying to figure out what we are.’

You might think Oli could understand this, having put many people in his own mouth out of curiosity, but he refuses to see things from the shark’s point of view, clamping his eyes shut.

On cue, the shark glides up towards the three surfboards. Oli feels a bump underneath him, not quite gentle, a little more than a curious nudge. He throws open his eyes and cries out, splashes in distress.

The boys again try to calm him. ‘Don’t freak out. If you freak out, she’ll freak out,’ says the blond, warily.

To Oli, this seems understandable. If the shark is a little heightened in this situation, that seems quite natural.


‘We have to get out of here.’ Oli’s appeal is as urgent as it is futile. ‘One of you has to swim in and get someone.’ What does he mean by ‘someone’? I do not know. I don’t think Oli knows. He must mean someone with a boat, or a gun. It does not occur to him that he is the adult in this situation.

‘Mister,’ says the blond. ‘Listen. If she’s going to attack, it’ll be from the back or the side, so you’ll never know. Relax. Think about it. She’s out here all the time and she hasn’t done it yet.’

Something in this phrasing jumps out at Oli. The boys exchange a look and then explain, slowly, as they would to a child. They can’t tell anyone about the shark. If the teachers knew, they would shut down the beach, and camp would become interminable. These Anglican Boys, it turns out they don’t go to camp for the Adventure. Nor the motivational speeches. Just the chance to surf a lonely break in an otherwise crowded existence.

It is only after they extract from Oli a promise not to tell anyone that they acquiesce and bring him back to land. Oli climbs onto the blond’s longboard and clings to it limpet-style while he paddles him in. When they’re at wading depth, Oli collapses knees-first onto the sand, the foam lapping at his legs. He rests his forehead on the merciful shore and stays there until a corona of sand and shell have worked their way into his hair.

Oli is a little emotional, generally, but he feels that he could murder these boys. Perhaps he will. But as he rounds on them, he catches them in an unguarded moment. While he was distracted, moaning in relief, grinding his face into the wet sand, they have taken the opportunity to steal a kiss. He catches them just out of the corner of his eye, framed by sunlight, surfboards under their arms, lips barely touching. It is a moment loaded with a thousand semiotic echoes, as rich in meaning and interpretation as da Vinci setting a table. These boys share something he understands: a forbidden love. Unspeakable, profound, tender, as terrifying as only first love can be – made only more precious by the golden cage of philistines and rugby that is their prestigious high school.

Oli smiles. He started the day with nothing, not even a buddy to walk with him on the beach, and now he has these boys, and their affection for one another. All at once, he is replete with confidences. Three of them: the clandestine joint, the beast sniffing grumpily around the seafloor for carnage, and the romance between these two boys. Oli will keep their confidence – they will be free to brave the surf, to let a thousand flowers bloom. He wipes away a tear. It’s been years since he felt this alive.











Chapter Forty-Four




After the violence that followed the séance, Oli had fled Rio’s house feeling that he could die – of shame, of fear, of what Rio’s dad would tell his own. He did not see the other boy again for a week, and by then Rio’s bruises were already fading. Oli met him in the sugarcane behind his farm, touched the fading smudge of burnt ochre and purple that framed his eye.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

‘It’s fine,’ said Rio. ‘It happens. It won’t happen forever.’

The boy had a whole future ahead of him – uni, travel. Rio knew he was meant for greater things than this town, that he had something to offer the world. Rio Green had a secret: he would write himself out of this town. He was working on a comic book. It was a years-long project, hundreds of pages of a fantasy epic created on sheets of printer paper. On each page, neatly ruled panels showed robots and muscle-bound heroines in chainmail bikinis, carefully sketched and cross-hatched in ink. They spoke in dialogue bubbles, their words printed in Rio’s fussy handwriting, page after page of a sprawling, elastic plot.

He kept the work hidden in his secret cache beneath the floorboards, along with his pilfered weed and his porno mags, not sharing it with anyone until the day he showed Oli, who marvelled at what his friend had made. As he flipped the pages, Oli could see the hand grow steadier, the dialogue more thoughtful, the images resolving over the months and years into a definitive style. The story evolved from dumb high fantasy into something richer. A melancholy epic that sparkled, now and again, with joy. Subtext and deeper meanings were stitched through, then dropped, then picked up again in unexpected places. It was a chaotically tailored garment for Oli to wrap around his imagination, but it suited him.

While Oli read, Rio paced the room. Now and again he snatched it back – when Oli laughed, or failed to laugh, or frowned, or when he told Rio he thought his comic was amazing. ‘It’s a graphic novel! Comics are for babies!’ Oli had to plead with Rio each time before he would relent and let him keep reading.

After the final panel, Oli looked up to see his friend vibrating with nerves and understood how much weight these pages held. They weren’t a dumb escapist fantasy. They were an escape plan.

When the time was right, Rio planned to send his graphic novel away to a university in Melbourne, a chilly city that they knew only from the telly, and win a scholarship. He would walk cobblestone streets, wrapped against the cold in scarfs and fingerless gloves. He would drink in bars late into the night and get up late the next day to go to the footy at the MCG. His true life would begin.


Their friendship, already set apart from the rest of the town, became even more so. They spent all their time together. In secret, Oli worked on his painting, Rio on his graphic novel, and in that secrecy something else was created. The first kiss was a surprise. Kind of gross, actually. But it was a gateway to better things.

They rode their bikes out to the sugarcane and undressed with their backs to each other. Oli left his clothes in a messy pile in the dirt, but when he turned around he saw Rio had neatly folded his, hanging them from the cane stalks like he was organising his closet.

Oli wrapped a fist around a stalk of sugarcane to brace himself, and it snapped with a sharp crack in his hand. Afterwards, after all that build-up, laughter. The rush of shame Oli had expected could not find them in that field. It wasn’t so bad, and the next time was better.

The summer stretched before them, endless as the distance to Melbourne. Oli helped Rio prepare a portfolio of the best of his novel, and they mailed copies away to admission for uni courses far to the south. The rains came and went. They put the bedsheets in the wash so they would be dry and back on the bed before his dad got home.

Most times, they met at the waterhole, where the sugarcane protected their privacy for miles around. It was more of a dam, really, at the very edge of the Darlings’ estate. About the length of a cricket pitch, not even twenty metres in circumference, but so deep neither boy had ever managed to dive to the bottom. It was fed by bore water that was biting cold, no matter how hot the day got, and left a mineral aftertaste in the mouth. A concrete slab where machinery had once rested jutted out a little way into the water, from which the boys dived gasping into the water, then lay on the stone, letting the exquisite heat wick them dry.

It was there, lying on the concrete plinth, that inspiration struck Oli. Rio had dozed off, lulled by the heat and whispering cane, daffodil cap pulled down over his face against the sun. Oli, stirring from his own nap, found he couldn’t look away. Rio couldn’t stand to be admired – he was so painfully self-conscious that he would flush mottled pink and squirm away the instant he felt Oli’s eyes on him. Now, half asleep, draped over the concrete, Oli couldn’t imagine anything lovelier.

‘Hold still,’ he said. ‘I’m going to paint you.’

Rio stirred, raised himself on one elbow. ‘The fuck you are.’

‘Go on. I reckon you’ll like it.’

Oli begged, cajoled, teased, and finally they reached a compromise. Rio would pose for a portrait, but he wouldn’t look at Oli while he did so. He cast about for somewhere to rest his eyes and finally settled on the calm brown of the water. Even so, he blushed and pulled his cap sharply down over his face.

‘Grouse,’ said Oli, rooting in his schoolbag for a pre-stretched canvas and paint. ‘That’s great. Now don’t move.’

The painting was done quickly, dashed off to capture the scene – Rio propped up on one wiry elbow, legs folded to the side, cap pulled low. Only his jaw peeked out, Rio smiling shyly at his reflection in the water.

When it was done, Oli turned the canvas around to show his friend the work.

Rio’s face lit up. ‘That’s awesome, Oli,’ he said. ‘Sick as.’

Oli beamed with pride.

Let’s leave them there, in that moment – one of those calm, perfect idylls that break up life. We don’t get many of them, after all.


For Oli, the end of school came without fanfare; Rio still had a year to go. That summer, Rio tried to convince Oli to join him in applying to art school, with no luck. Oli had a plan: agricultural science at uni, after which his dad would hand over the family land and his life would be easy, straightforward, steady as the seasons. He could paint in his spare time if he wanted to, but he had to be realistic. That’s what Oli told himself, and what he told Rio. But still, when he travelled to Melbourne to start uni, Oli carefully packed the painting from that day and took it with him.

When the time came for Oli to get on the coach, the goodbye was hard. Neither of them knew how to give a name to what they had, let alone talk about it.

‘I’ll see you in Melbourne, I guess.’

‘I guess.’ Rio scuffed his sneaker in the dirt.

‘It’s only a year. You’ll get into uni. We’ll . . . go to the footy and shit. See bands.’

‘Yep, well.’ Rio nodded, clenched his jaw. ‘That’d be good.’

‘Righto.’ Oli hefted his duffle bag, held out a hand for Rio to shake. ‘I’ll see ya then.’

From the moment Oli stepped into the air-conditioned capsule of the bus, his life was unrecognisable to him. In college, far away from the wilting heat of his family home, he came into his own. The way Oli told the story, his life changed the second he sank into that bus seat, turning his face away from the window so his family who had come to see him off would not see the tears running down his cheeks. Eyes scrunched shut against the moment, he missed the important details. When he opened them again, Rio was gone, in his place a cloud of dust kicked up by the coach as Oli rolled on into his future.


Did Rio cry? Did he wait and watch the bus until it was just a speck on the horizon? I do not know. I do know that Rio did not go to Melbourne, even after he was offered a place at Melbourne University. He had the grades but not the money. By then his dad had rolled his truck and fucked his back, and Rio’s sister Erin couldn’t look after him alone.

Rio remained in town, and Oli moved on. For Oli there were others. Loud, funny college boys who got quiet and angry after sex, and those who would not stop talking, not even during. Rich girls who brought him home to scandalise their parents and bought him clothes and taught him how to dress, and druggy girls who taxed his stash, cash, and patience. Many affairs, none of them memorable, but as they accumulated, the memory of that first romance grew more slight and slippery, worn away like a bar of soap in murky bathwater.

In time Oli’s memory of Rio was more or less separate from the sweet, sad story he’d been telling people about his first boyfriend. It was backstory now, a brick in the myth Oli had built around himself. Oli didn’t think of Rio, not really. Not when he sold Daffo to Anton, and not when he was written up in the arts pages of the national paper, pictured cross-armed and serious-looking, standing in front of a nude painting of Rio, who was still in the same town, working as a farmhand, still wearing the same hat every day, and who understood, when he went down to collect the morning paper and opened it to the arts section, that his life was over.











Chapter Forty-Five




The show goes on. Here, in this sandstone castle, ringed by ocean and football fields, monument to power and privilege, there is no place for art and no place for Oli. He would like to be gone, rattling back down the coast in his Hilux, but he has a job in front of him. The gargantuan fee is waiting for him on the other side of this hour – all he has to do is fill it with a motivational speech.

‘What should I talk to them about?’ he asks the teacher who is bringing him to the appointed classroom.

‘Just tell them your story,’ the teacher says enthusiastically. ‘They love to hear about successful people and how they got there.’

This he can do. For years now his career has involved little more than talking about himself and fielding questions about art he produced long, long ago. Deep in his muscle memory are a hundred soundbites that, like a construction set for children, can be assembled together in more or less any configuration and still make a kind of sense. Invigorated by the surf and proximity to young love, he feels he could talk forever. Bloviating in front of impressionable kids? Easy as.

Or so he thinks until he gets in front of them. An impossible detail presents itself: the audience is, unexpectedly, full of very young people. He’d been geared up to improvise to a group of arty senior students, but he finds himself in front of a class of Year 9s – too young for his blue material, too old for the kids’ stuff he’s been doing on the rest of this tour.

There is not a cartoon dick and balls in the world whimsical enough for this situation. But the one-hour talk he had mentally written is equally useless – a detailed description of how to make it in the art world, all about the stunts and creations of Larry Clark and Diane Arbus, how their inner lives were inextricably bound with the subversive and marginalised way their bodies of work would be interpreted after their death, loosely glued together with some quotes from Warhol, Basquiat, Kusama, an assemblage of disjointed and filleted wisdom, all threaded together with a sticky helping of Keith Haring.

So now he has a problem: contrary to what he assumed until the moment he walked into the door, he has nothing to say to these children. His entire schtick involves switching between stories of Aussie resilience and hardship, as celebrated in his art, and ribald, not-quite-obscene anecdotes that titillate suburban audiences without quite offending them. His well-polished dick jokes will not play well here.

The students stare at him, fresh-faced and wide-eyed, waiting for him to do something. He will have to improvise. He plants his feet in front of the whiteboard, hands on hips, takes a deep breath, and panics.


Because in the back row, he spots his friends from the beach, blond and brunette, now in their school uniforms. They have small, stoned smiles on their Botticellian faces. On the dunes and in the water, in their swimwear, he’d mistaken them for young adults – the likely owners of one of the P-plated Audi A5s arranged outside where the senior students parked. But they’re not young adults, they’re merely young. Fear of an unfamiliar kind seizes him. What he thought was a fairly innocent and wholesome human encounter was not that at all. He was doing drugs with minors. He has broken all kind of laws of nature and nurture. This is the artist on the brink of calamity. This is Oli flipping burgers for the rest of his life.

‘Okay. Who’s heard of me?’ he asks. Nobody raises a hand. ‘Nobody? At all?’

He looks to the back of the room for help, but the teacher gives him nothing. She is hunched over a stack of papers and shows no sign of being mentally in the room at all. He understands his role, finally, too late. He is being paid to occupy the attention of these wealthy brats for a precious fifty-minute interval so the teacher can do her marking. No one will rescue him from this. He is on his own.

‘Who is interested in art?’ Oli tries, hopefully.

Again, nobody raises their hand, although he imagines he sees a flicker of recognition in the eyes of some of the children in the front row. Eventually, prompted by some irrepressible kindness, and the desperation in Oli’s pained smile, one sickly looking child raises his hand. In the back row, other kids nudge each other and whisper. Too late, Oli realises he has doomed this boy, forced him to identify himself to the bullies in the room. But he has nowhere else to turn. The kid will have to throw himself upon Oli’s exploding dignity like it’s a live grenade.


‘Good man. Do you want to be an artist when you grow up?’

The kid shakes his head, looks down, and finally says, ‘I’m going to be a YouTuber. Or maybe a lawyer.’

Oli recoils, tries again.

‘Well, what about you?’ He points to a kid in the front row, all jaw and shoulders. ‘What do you want to study?’

‘Law, I guess.’

‘And what about you?’ He points at another kid, who starts and then shrugs.

‘Yeah, Law, pretty much.’

‘Right.’

Oli has nothing to offer these boys. There is nothing they need from him, not his instruction, not his wisdom. These kids have their future all mapped out for them, in the same way he once did, before he foolishly threw it away. They will go to prestigious universities and work in their fathers’ law firms or political parties, marry well and have lovely mistresses, make voluntary payments into retirement funds and negatively gear their holiday homes and otherwise instinctively flip all their follies into fortunes, and they’ll have lovely children with strong white teeth who will do the same, and so on, forever and ever, until the halls of power are consumed by bushfires.

He tries to summon empathy for them, these children who are so well resourced that they have essentially been stripped of free will. But when he checks his inner resources, there is only enough pity for himself.

Anxiety ties a tight knot in his stomach. The chip on his shoulder aches. He decides, in an unprecedented move, to be honest.

‘Look. You might think you’ve got it all sorted, but I can tell you that life is going to take you in some strange directions. Maybe you’ve got it figured out, maybe you haven’t. Maybe life is going to throw you a curveball or two. The trick is not to sweat the small stuff. It’s okay if you don’t follow the path in life your parents and your school want you to. You might not even have found what you’re good at yet. It might take years for you to find that out. In the meantime, why not party? Why not live a little? I know I did.’

He expects some kind of reaction, but there is nothing. He may as well be talking to nobody at all. These kids aren’t impressed by him, and it’s unbearable. Who will save him from these children? Who will save him from himself?

He looks to the back row, where the two boys from the beach are sitting. In their brief adventure with the shark, he felt they had shared something. He’d caught their little sidelong glances at each other and had written for himself a little symphony about their love, forbidden and scandalous in this stronghold of conservatism, lovers in a world that does not understand that love.

He looks to them as kindred spirits, for he was once just like these boys. For an instant, the past ripples in front of him. He is at once in this classroom and the one in that stifling cattle town decades earlier.

But all the children can see is that Oli has trailed off, mid-speech, and is now staring with unsettling intensity at the back row. As one, they crane their necks around to follow Oli’s line of sight to where two boys, a blond and brunette, sit, slightly stoned, holding hands.

It’s this detail – the blond’s fingers lightly draped over the brunette’s as they rest on his thigh – that has robbed Oli of his speech. Then, in front of everyone, the blond whispers something in the brunette’s ear – a private joke that makes the brunette grin wickedly – and plants a little kiss on his boyfriend’s cheek.


‘What are you doing?’ he yells at the two boys, startling the class. ‘Stop that!’

At the back of the room the teacher drops her pen, and it rolls onto the floor. The boys are barely perturbed, but the blond tilts his head like a golden retriever trying to figure something out.

‘What do you mean?’ he asks. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘You can’t just . . . people are watching . . .’ It is like the wind has been kicked out of Oli. The words he needs elude him.

‘Why not?’

‘It’s not . . . you can’t just . . .’

The blond smirks a little. He speaks the way only teenage boys can speak to adults – very slowly, as if to a simpleton. ‘Is something wrong, sir? Do you have a problem?’

Oli feels like he has been punched so hard he has slipped into another universe.

‘Sir?’ the brunette asks. ‘Are you okay?’

Oli has no idea what to say, so he says, ‘You’ve got to be careful, mate.’

The brunette frowns. ‘What do you mean, sir?’

‘It’s not safe. For . . . for boys . . .’ For the third or fourth time that day, Oli has the sensation he is drowning. ‘You see, I’m a queer artist from the country,’ he begins, realising he has slipped into a media soundbite through his panic. ‘You’ve got to be careful . . . around blokes.’

The kid’s frown deepens. ‘Actually, I’m enby, not a “bloke”.’ The kid’s tone is matter-of-fact. ‘But I’m cis-het passing. It’s not a big deal.’

‘No, you don’t understand. It is a big deal,’ Oli barks. ‘You boys don’t know anything.’


Realising he has overstepped, he tries to explain how it was for him. The sheer terror of his first kiss, the first clumsy fumbling in the cane fields – the dread that permeated that moment and has lasted a lifetime, so that sex has never lost that feeling of a lonely town menaced by a thunderstorm that refuses to break. Somehow it was even worse at college (furtive, sticky, self-loathing) and then art school (messy romance, drama!) and then all the unflattering outfits and personalities he had tried to force himself into in search of someplace he fit.

‘I spent so much time in house clubs, boys. It took me years to realise that I didn’t even like house music, I only liked taking ecstasy. It took me just as long to get brave enough to tell my family that I liked guys. Because it took guts back then, it did. You couldn’t just fucking put it in your Twitter bio.’

Oli has forgotten that we don’t use profanity at the Anglican Adventure School Camp for Boys, along with the fact he is addressing an audience of children, and their teacher, who is starting to look a little unwell.

‘Then I went and got fucking famous, didn’t I? But not before I figured out that, yes, I actually like girls, too. But that wasn’t an option back then. You had to pick a side. And that was just in private, forget about the public. I was the queer country artist, and back then that made me “brave”. But I was never brave enough to hurt the brand. Because you move on in life, but there’s no way you can do that in public, not without alienating your demo.

‘It was fucked, boys,’ Oli tells the children. ‘It was absolutely fucked. You finally get the nerve to come out of the closet and all you’ve done is step into a slightly larger closet.’

He puts his hands up, palms pressing against invisible walls, mimes trying to find an exit.


‘So you run back into the first closet and scrunch up into a little ball, just this horny little footy. Everyone gets a kick. But nobody really appreciates you – the public don’t want fucking cubism, don’t want to see every side of you at once – they just want two dimensions. That’s more than enough. One’s even better. Fame. Fame’s a fucking prison, boys. I never got a chance to grow into a person. Worse. I became a fucking “personality”. So here I am. The queer country artist.’

Oli is trying to course-correct, to make a joke of it, but the children are not laughing. That’s because it’s not a particularly good joke, and besides, Oli is crying. At least a few of the students in the class have stirred to attention. This is something they don’t see every day. This is a live wire running into a world of adults. Here is a man falling apart in front of them, flaying himself before their eyes as he pants and stutters through his story.

Oli’s starting to understand, even as he struggles to articulate it to these children, that this is why he paints the way he does – the utes, the muscle-bound kangaroos, even the technique, the violence of the paint on the canvas. That it’s why he talks the way he does – in a dialect so blokey and down to earth it’s closer to panto than the town he grew up in.

But now, muttering to himself, he sounds more or less like the Oli Darling who took the bus out of town all those years ago.

A curious thing. Although he stands at the front of the room, slightly stooped, nearly six feet in his RM Williams boots, Oli is not really there. His lips move, and scattered, bizarre sentences eject from them, but the heart is elsewhere – far away and long ago, on a coach, face pressed against the bus window, blinking hard against the tears. He inhales sharply, swallows, scrunches up his eyes.


In the dark of his own mind, Oli can see Rio standing in the dust as the bus drives off. Rio who was so shy, he put that hideous daffodil trucker cap on every day so that he wouldn’t feel so naked, which was insane, but the boy was too young to understand how beautiful he was, that he would never be this beautiful again, did not know how precious every hour of his youth was, that it was a crime to hide his face from the world, that it was far less embarrassing to be proud of how he felt than to wear that stupid hat every day, which made him famous in that dumb-fuck town, because this is the kind of world where a detail like that can be mistaken for the whole of a person.











Chapter Forty-Six




But of course, that was long ago. Oli blinks hard and opens his eyes to gaze upon rows of dismayed children. He snuffles. ‘Thank you for listening.’ He stumbles out of the classroom to polite, if confused, applause.

The catharsis sprung, there is no need to wait another moment. Snatching first his bag from his room, then his cheque from the baffled supervising teacher, he makes for his car. In the carpark, Oli wipes away his tears and squeezes the steering wheel until he stops crying. He finally feels . . . better? Better than that. He feels euphoric.

He turns over his beloved Toyota, cranks up the radio, and reverses straight into a Mercedes convertible. In his triumphant moment, Oli has not remembered to check his blind spot. He has also, as we will recall from the start of this episode, not renewed his insurance.

His car is towed away, and he watches it go, still scattering the occasional jacaranda flower in its wake. Without the Hilux, the rest of the speaking tour is forfeit. He calls Anton, who makes arrangements for a complex sequence of bus rides.

Then, to kill time, he calls the Ghost.

‘Well,’ she says once he’s explained what’s just happened. ‘That seems like a lot. But I don’t understand why you got so upset at the kids.’

‘They just . . . they have it so easy.’

‘Nobody has it easy, Oli.’

‘Well, I guess I was jealous.’ He sees that now: jealous. He hated the way they weren’t afraid. That they took it all for granted. The open affection those boys showed, their disregard for bullies and the ease with which they seemed to slip into identities and pronouns. All those years of Oli’s yearning calcified around the pearlescent moment he’d lost Rio – he’d made himself into this shell of a person for nothing. It made all the years meaningless. And still the Ghost doesn’t understand.

‘Why would you begrudge things being better for the next generation? Evolving identities. It’s a good thing. You identify as queer.’

‘I mean . . . yeah, but.’ Yeah but, indeed. Oli is queer, certainly, by the ever-broadening definition of the word today, but by the taxonomy he grew up with, he is not sure if he qualifies. If he identified with any particular orientation, it would be loneliness.

Oli is perfectly capable of making love to a person in a way that makes them feel as though he has never made love to anyone else, as though no lovers in all of history had experienced this, as though together they are discovering the essence of lovemaking right in that moment. He skims over bourgeois morality like a water bug on a pond, allowing all manner of hijinks – to be slapped, kicked, debased in all kinds of ways – and in the morning have it seem as inconsequential as a butterfly kiss.

But he’s also been known to forget someone’s name while right in the midst of them. He can take to a stranger’s bed the same way he takes to the breakfast buffet in a depressing red-brick hotel: arriving too late, finding only greasy, shop-worn options, but feasting nevertheless, then returning to his quarters overstuffed, satiated but also queasy with regret.

If I were to editorialise, I would say that Oli is selfish in bed, on an existential level. With him, it is less a shared experience and more of an imperative he feels to unburden himself of an urgent but fleeting need and then move on.

Anyway, back to the story. Having shed his angst over his recent humiliations, Oli rushes to get the Ghost off the phone. His bus is arriving, the first of many on his slow, inefficient journey back from the tropical heartland to Sydney. Oli has a party to attend.











PART FOUR






























Chapter Forty-Seven




Sydney. It is, unfortunately, beautiful. Existentially broken, fundamentally cruel, but still: very nice. A citizen will roll past the most breathtaking scenery on the planet, staring out the window but taking none of it in, because they are busy fretting about money. People here always have too little money or too much – it’s impossible to have exactly the correct amount. In this city, composed entirely of the most beautiful beaches imaginable coupled with dementing hubris, it is possible to make a million dollars a year and sink deeper and deeper into debt. The biggest mistake you can make in life is coming here to live rather than on holiday.

Oli is there now, riding in an Uber. He glides through Kings Cross, once one of the most famous red-light districts in the southern hemisphere, now slowly squeezed by property developers until all that remains is juice bars. Along the beautiful, sleazy strip, where it was once possible to go out for an evening of carnal potluck and trade your dignity for all sorts of unexpected delights, all the bars have been converted into Airbnbs. It’s impossible to find an apartment for rent or a drink after sunset.

Oli peers through the window of his Uber as it winds through the narrow streets, denuded of romance and the sex workers who once sold it. He glides on through, away from the glittering bay, and on to the city. Passing through that insane five-way intersection, he finds, to his delight, a clear space right outside Anton’s office where the Uber can wait for him.

Cheered by the good omen, he bounces over to the heavy security door, entry gained with Anton’s four-digit PIN. As the digits chime, the lock asks itself a question and sings the answer. Beep-boop? Beep-boop!

‘Anton!’ Oli calls. ‘Mate, I’m here.’

There is no response. Anton, who for years has been sat resolute behind his desk anytime Oli has come stumbling into his office in various states of disrepair and need, is missing. Behind his desk, where the sturdy Gibraltarian nugget of a man should be, there is a void.

Oli is seized by a peculiar worry, one he has not felt since he was a toddler, overwhelmed and overstimulated on his first trip to the city. In a crowded department store, he had rushed over to hug his father’s legs, then recoiled when he discovered it was not Daddy at all but a stranger wearing his father’s uniform of RM Williams boots and iron-free chinos.

Anton is absent, but the cat is present. Kalashnikov is eating from her bowl beside the desk. She looks up as Oli slides into the room. Both narrow their eyes and stare evenly at each other.


‘Hello, Kalashnikov,’ growls Oli. ‘Where’s Anton?’

The cat’s eyes narrow further, then she returns to dispatching her meal with happy scarfing noises. It is very cute; if the scene were to be posted to social media it would harvest thousands of heart emojis, but the cat’s only audience is Oli, who is a human upside-down smiley emoji.

‘Oi, Anton!’ Oli yells. ‘Where are you?’

Anton emerges at last, stepping carefully down the wrought-iron stairs that spiral up into his living space. He has his phone to his ear, one finger up to his lips. Both Oli and Kalashnikov fall into chastened silence, slumping into their respective receptacles – Oli into the cushioned office chair behind Anton’s desk, Kalashnikov into the floorspace between Oli’s boots, where she starts purring and nuzzling his knee.

The more Oli shifts in his seat, using the tip of his boot to nudge her away – hissing at her to fuck off – the more she is driven into a frenzy of affectionate headbutting. A misconception has taken place, one of those cosmic faux pas that drives the engines of both comedy and tragedy – each time Oli (emotionally stunted, physically elongated) narrows his eyes and sighs in exasperation, Kalashnikov (a ludicrous creature, the soul of a predator sewn into the body of a plush toy) interprets it as affection. Oli hates the cat, and the cat believes that Oli is her greatest fan. Each gentle kick he aims at Kalashnikov is gleefully greeted by her smooching her flank alongside. This duel of misunderstanding goes on for some time, distracting Oli, who is therefore not listening to Anton’s phone conversation, which he should be, because it’s uncharacteristically pleading.

‘I need more time,’ says Anton. ‘Threats aren’t going to . . . If you would just listen . . .’


The normally unflappable Anton is thoroughly ruffled. When he is done with the call, Anton is composed but maybe a little pale. Although he is always a little pale. In any case, Oli does not notice anything is wrong.

Anton joins him at the desk and asks him how it went with the Ghost.

‘It’s fine. I mean, I don’t hate her,’ Oli tells Anton. Still distracted by Kalashnikov, he adds, ‘I hate your cat.’

‘Settle down, Oli. When you get to know her, you’ll adore her.’

Unlikely. Kalashnikov is the closest thing Oli has to an enemy besides himself.

‘Who were you talking to just now?’ he asks. Oli has myriad tones he takes with his old friend Anton; he can sound like a shrew, a jealous lover, a needy child.

‘Oh nobody, nobody.’ Anton waves away the question. ‘Let’s talk patrons.’

He lifts Kalashnikov onto the desk, feeding her a liver treat from his desk drawer, and she begins a luxurious grooming routine. Once she’s done, Anton kisses her gently on the head. Kalashnikov receives the kiss with a furious blink, registers that she has been dirtied, then wearily licks a paw to begin the whole procedure again.

All the while, with the same feline fastidiousness, Anton delivers an expository monologue.

There are families – five families, more or less – who run the arts and media industries in Australia, much like the mafia had once carved up New York City. Five is a rough figure, because the families are so interlinked by marriages, affairs and children – legitimate and natural and naturalised and otherwise – that the borders between one clan and the next are as porous and fallible as the contraceptive methods favoured by the sires. A family needs no blood ties, after all. What is a family but a group of people bound together by resentment? And Anton is banking on resentment to carry the day at an important party where all the families will converge.

This party is being held, as all the best parties are, out of performative jealousy. You might remember the host from early on in our story: the Money. It would be gauche to name her. Suffice to say that a street or two in Sydney is named for her forebears, and at least one bay. Besides, the Money is a good enough description; she is money in body and soul. And today, she is hosting a fundraiser out of spite.

For decades the Money has run a philanthropic organisation with shifting goals – it fights to save the opera, or the children, or whatever megafauna hovers on the brink of extinction that week. She wields these causes to ruthlessly bludgeon open the doors of various cultural organisations.

At this time of year, the Money would usually be found at the Venice Biennale, where, due to her immense largesse, she has habitually been a guest of honour. But this year, unexpectedly, she has been uninvited in favour of an executive from a Chinese telecom conglomerate. It is a publicly humiliating affair and, to show she isn’t bothered, she’s throwing a private party for every artist she can get her hands on.

Anton has been busy laying the groundwork for her to purchase Oli’s abandoned and unloved collection. She is just out of touch and influential enough to single-handedly turn the Australian canon around. Her pride may be in tatters, but her cash is still good, and if she invests in Oli, the rest of the ecosystem – from the tastemakers all the way down to the bottom feeders (and beneath them, the critics) – will fall into line. All Oli has to do is turn up at her party and charm his way into her confidence.

‘Easy,’ says Oli. ‘Except that she’s a mean old crone.’

‘Oli, you’re being sexist. Just because she’s powerful doesn’t mean you should be scared of her.’

‘It’s perfectly rational. She’s what they gave Sydney instead of Anna Wintour. Now that I think about it, she’s what they gave Sydney instead of winter.’

There was something of the tundra about the Money, even Anton had to admit. A glacial je ne sais quoi – razor-sharp angles and hypnotic shades of grey and blue. Her parties likewise had a certain frigid vibe to them, blindingly white, every conversation conducted in a whisper to avoid being buried under temperamental ice.

‘It’ll be awful,’ says Oli. ‘I hate these things.’

‘It’s just a party,’ says Anton soothingly. ‘You love parties.’

Slightly untrue. Oli likes to party. This is one of those situations where the verbing is vitally important. Besides, recent adventures have disturbed his equilibrium. The compartment at the back of his mind where he keeps lost things – like a drawer for rubber bands, broken pens and keys that have lost their locks – has sprung open, and unhappy memories are rattling out.

That is to say, he has never felt less like going to a party. His head knows that Anton’s plan is sensible, but Oli’s stomach feels like it’s going to revolt, the way monarchies fall, with sudden great violence after a long period of undignified abuse. He fears he will be sick.

In fact, it’s Kalashnikov who’s vomiting on his shoes. The cat has paused turning blissed-out figure eights around Oli’s boots long enough to start heaving over them. The artist pushes his chair back in horror as the cat braces its stout little legs, flattens itself and makes startling little choking noises until it coughs up a Chaïm Soutine–looking hunk of glistening meat.

‘Anton!’ Oli cries out, appalled. ‘What the fuck?’

‘It’s just a fur ball, Oli. Nothing sinister.’

‘These things weren’t neurotic enough? They made them bulimic too?’

‘Now you’re being ableist, Oli. It makes you unlikable. The Money is one of your biggest fans. She’s a collector. So, make yourself collectable. Just go to the luncheon. You need people to like you or we all go broke.’

‘You said it was a party. What the fuck is a luncheon?’

‘It’s like lunch, but later on and in a higher tax bracket,’ Anton says distractedly, already moving on with his tasks, opening his workbook. ‘I’ve picked you out an outfit – it’s in the closet upstairs. Remember to shine your shoes.’











Chapter Forty-Eight




Let us set the table for this luncheon.

Australia is not a country where a deep love of the arts is inculcated as a patriotic act. Nobody in possession of their faculties wastes much time on them.

Due to vagaries of our democratic system, politicians spend the years between federal elections genuflecting for a handful of swinging voters. In real terms, those voters choose the party who can most convincingly promise that their neighbourhoods will not grow any more crowded and that they’ll receive a slightly larger tax return. So each year the panicked incumbent promises abundance, traipsing to the national larder to find what might be thrown away, which corner can be cut, which shoestrings tied together. And always they will find – degraded, dull, the mediocre packet ramen of Australian life, a little stale at the back of the cupboard – the arts.

But there’s a workaround. While Australia is, ostensibly, a society without a rigid class hierarchy, it has never been able to entirely shake feudalism. It has inherited a knock-off version of the British class system, a bit like the unbranded sausages you can buy in a German discount supermarket chain, and included in that system is a battered replica of arts patronage.

If you are rich enough, almost anything is tax deductible. And fortunately for our hero, artworks – along with hobby farms, executive dinners, lovers, and beachside pieds-à-terre to keep them in – can be written off as a business expense. Anyone smart enough to make bank in Australia is too canny to let that money go back into the schools, hospitals and roads of nation building. Not when it’s cheaper to put a Nolan in the entry hall. In this way, the rich get richer, guilt is assuaged, and the arts creak forward.

It is into this world that Oli must surface, only half invited, and it’s these people whose mercy he must throw himself on. He resents it, but believe me, he is not above a little begging.

On a spiritual level, he is kicking and screaming, naked and afraid; physically, he looks quite nice. Here is Oli now, in a fine suit, shirt ironed and starched, climbing out of his Uber in front of a cliffside mansion. He scrubs up nicely, even though he has not scrubbed that hard. The city miles only add to his resale value; his RM Williams boots carefully scuffed, his hair fetchingly dirty.

He runs a finger through his locks as he talks his way past security, who are checking names at the door. The guard is muscular, with spiky hair and hard eyes, and shows him no allyship as she stares him down. There’s a humiliating moment as she fails to locate his name on the guest list (he worries she has heard about the carpetbagging), but after some discreet muttering into a radio, she grants Oli entry.


It’s a big house. Arguably too big. Several times, Oli becomes disoriented in one winding hallway or another, tries a door, only to find it leads somewhere unexpected, including a Juliet balcony jutting over a cliff with waves crashing far below, an infrared sauna deserted except for a sinister hum, a humidity-controlled wine cellar, and a cavernous room utterly empty except for a bed piled high with Burberry coats and, perched atop them, a defeated-looking greyhound.

Finally, he finds his way to the heart of the party, an indoor lounge area with tasteful tiling and the most beautiful view in the world. Pity the wealthy in cities other than Sydney, who have to choose between the riches of nature and ostentatious architecture. In this city, one does not even have to choose between mountain and ocean – for a small premium, you can have both. A castle of glass and steel that defies both gravity and climate change to hang hubristically over the ocean.

The lounge ends in a set of French doors, which open onto a buttressed deck soaring out over the rockface. Guests teeter on floorboards of endangered Tasmanian pine while jaded seabirds perch on the railing, cawing softly for scraps until they are shooed away by a waiter clapping his hands with fussy authority.

A different waiter, carrying a tray of bubbles, obliges Oli. It’s good champagne, served in a chilled glass so that the bubbles do a jaunty little spin on their way up and out. As does Oli, whose grumpiness melts away as he sips from his glass, stopping in on this and that conversation, then moving on to the next room. His wine is finished and Oli changes the empty flute for a glass of red.

He decides he likes it here – much prefers parties in Sydney to Melbourne. There, with its opaque and shifting sense of what is cool and uncool, he’d always been one step behind. That is an arts scene with unlimited ambition but zero money. Like those desert prawns that live improbable half-lives buried in the sand until once-in-a-decade rain stirs them into life, one can energise the entire artistic ecosystem of Melbourne by providing canapes and an open bar. Without money as a measure, your standing in that city is dictated by your politics, the bands you listen to, the restaurants you frequent, your preferred drink, your drug of choice.

But while the social currency of Melbourne is abstruse and coded, in Sydney, the currency is the dollar. Here, nobody cares that he is an artist. These parties are the exception, but he is invited more as a curiosity, in the same spirit a sideshow might showcase a chicken that has learned to count to ten by tapping its beak. Most often, he supplies about as much conversation. The only question he is asked at these things is where he lives, which is just a way of asking what his income is.

‘Where do you live?’ asks a ripped man in an exquisite tartan suit. They exchange postcodes and Oli loses interest at once – the man likely cannot afford to collect contemporary Australian art. Oli is not a snob, not exactly, but neither can he bring himself to be interested in someone who can’t help him financially. Unless they could help him sexually, of course. But this man has already proven himself too dull to objectify – there are few things more dismaying than a very good-looking man with an intense interest in his interests. In this case, it’s wine.

‘Have you ever noticed that they always serve Shiraz at these things?’ he asks, earnestly swirling and sniffing. ‘Penfolds Grange, every time. It’s the critics’ fault. They have so much of the good stuff that their palates go blind, numbed by abundance, and they can only taste the big, meaty reds, wines with lots of fruit and full tannins, so they score them . . .’

The man does not stop talking, but Oli isn’t listening. His words hit Oli’s sizzling brain and evaporate instantly. Oli’s truffle-pig instinct for sensing when someone holds the keys to his future – and dedicating all his attention to them – is engaged. Right now, he has time only for the Money, and he is sure he can see her, over the man’s shoulder, a tantalising shimmer of Jac + Jack cashmere slipping past him and into the next room.

Oli cuts off the tartan man. ‘Mate, excuse me, I’ve got to get a drink.’

He realises too late that he is already holding a red wine. Both men look at it now.

‘Drink’s already a bit full there, mate.’ The man looks crestfallen. Oli does too.

‘Yeah. It does, doesn’t it?’ He takes a sip. Shiraz, heavy tannins. Oli grimaces, downs the wine in three big gulps, and wriggles the glass apologetically as he slips away and into the next room.

Oli has done this a hundred and one times: dropped into a schmooze, making himself known to the patrons and players in the art game, and then vanishing. This is his first since his fall from grace, but all the usual suspects are here.

There is the Baron, still heavily invested in land and trying to divest himself of his guilt – a problematic figure at best, and no good to Oli.

And over there is the Scion. In an ideal world, Oli would be able to corner him and trowel on the charm, but it is not to be – he’s already been cornered, by his own sister. Despite her talents as a ruthless corporate raider, she has been relegated to a minor position in the family corporation due to their father’s misguided patrimony. She now lives only for chaos and vengeance, working ceaselessly to wring the last drop of dignity from the family name. Currently she is double fisting the Penfolds, gearing up for a truly vicious airing of laundry later in the day.

And over there, moving breadsticks and brie from the buffet to her mouth with the methodical, hypnotic menace of a bucket excavator, is the Miner. Oli blanches. Her knack for finding precious metals in untouched wilderness, like a forgotten twenty-dollar note in the pocket of an old coat, is legendary. It has made her wildly prosperous and caused the extinction of countless species.

In her professional life she is a ruthless, bloodthirsty warlord, but she harbours a deep sentimentality for the country she’s stripped and pillaged for a living. There is a certain sunburnt idea of Australia she truly believes in, and she pours a fortune into cultural institutions so long as they reflect that vision back to her.

By the time Oli notices the Miner, she has already seen him. She locks her Munch-black eyes on him and starts accelerating across the room. Oli begins to raise a hand in greeting but aborts the gesture halfway when he sees the look on her face. His hand, abandoned in mid-air, retreats to his hair, smoothing it back nervously in an attempt to save his dignity.

She arrives, panting slightly from her exertions, blind with fury.

‘Oliver Darling,’ she says, voice like a fracking charge. ‘I didn’t think you’d show.’

‘Oh, you know me. Love a bit of a party.’ He laughs, offers her his hand to shake. She ignores it.

‘What I mean is, you’ve got some balls on you, coming here after that shitshow on the telly.’


Oli considers the belligerent industrialist before him. He can imagine her in a different life, merrily slicing into a side of beef on a killing floor instead of a mountain rich with uranium.

‘Yeah, about that. I’m sorry. I misspoke.’

‘That’s putting it mildly. What you said about the diggers was very unfair.’ She reddens suddenly, as captains of industry do, and also certain reptiles. ‘It was disgusting, actually. You’re disgusting.’

‘Yeah, well.’ Oli understands the situation is untenable. The Miner is comfortably aggrieved, and Oli is never going to see a dollar from her. He has no interest in this conversation. ‘I don’t know what to tell you, lady. Sometimes I say the wrong thing. I guess so many kids have gone down my throat instead of where baby Jesus intended that I’m backed up and what comes out of my mouth can be a bit immature.’

‘Disgusting.’ Her lip wrinkles as she digests his meaning. ‘I had one of your paintings, you know. I burned it.’

‘Cool. I’m happy for you. How nice of you to burn something other than carbon credits.’

‘You don’t have any shame, do you?’

‘No, not a lot. And none for you. You’re not the hill I die on.’

He saunters off, chasing after the Money.

For once, his timing is impeccable. Somewhere a bell is ringing, calling the guests to sit down for the meal and, elbows out, Oli scrambles his way to an invaluable seat immediately to the left of the Money.

‘Oliver! You made it.’ The Money greets him with three kisses on alternating cheeks.

‘Thank you for having me.’ The sentence leaps out of his body, a reflexive line drilled into him by his mother, many years ago, who worried about him causing a scene at formal dinners.


‘Who else am I going to have?’ The Money shrugs with a tilt of her wrist. ‘Patricia Piccinini freaks me out and Tracey Moffatt gives me a tummy ache. I don’t want to spend all that money to feel guilty.’

He accepts a flute of wine, sparkling, his mood lifting. Oli can see the path back to respectability. He has a seat at the table after all; served alongside his linen napkin – a soupçon of hope. He snatches them both up now, slides the ring off the napkin, folds it carefully across his knees.

‘Don’t worry, Oliver,’ says the Money. ‘You still have friends.’

The Money inquires politely after his health, his work, and he gathers that somehow, insulated as she is by her immense wealth, the Money knows nothing of his disgrace, his public shame. Hope sparks against his flinty heart, so all-consuming that he does not notice an old acquaintance join them across the table until he is already lowering his creaking frame into the seat across from Oli, running a hand through his luxuriant hair.

‘Hello, Oliver,’ he says. ‘I didn’t think you’d show.’

Oli’s mood, which until just now sparkled like wine, abruptly flattens. It is the Paperman, tenured art critic, author of the recent hatchet job against Oli. All is lost.











Chapter Forty-Nine




The two men stare at each other, one in alarm, one in satisfaction. As a visual motif, it’s a lovely encapsulation of their dynamic. There are similarities they’ll never admit to – for all the years that Oli has been role-playing a kind of working-class drag, the Paperman, despite humble beginnings, has been affecting a kind of sophistication.

He is from that generation of Australian intelligentsia that felt orphaned by Europe and acted out with weaponised hubris, capable of bloviating convincingly about art, music or literature for the length of time required to collect a speaker’s fee. It’s no small thing; it takes a certain gift to operate at this level for so long with no real passion for the work.

‘It’s so good to see you,’ he says, sweeping his shaggy mane back from his eyes with one hand before offering it, pomade-streaked, for Oli to shake. ‘I’d been worried about you ever since you were . . . what do they call it? Scrapped?’


‘Cancelled.’

‘Yes, cancelled, that’s it. Well, bad luck.’ The Paperman’s hand is moist and Oli squeezes it as hard as he can, hoping to cause harm. ‘I watched the whole ordeal in horror. It looked painful.’

‘Only a little.’ Oli shrugs it off. ‘It’ll happen to all of us. It’s inevitable. In the future, everyone will be cancelled for fifteen minutes.’

‘That’s clever! You’re always so clever.’ The Paperman’s lips pull back from his teeth, like a primate threatening a rival. ‘It’s not fair at all. And, to be honest, I didn’t see it on the cards for you. Mob justice, I mean. The knackery, definitely, but not the guillotine.’

Oli ignores that jab, grin welded onto his face like a roo bar. He’s kept up a front of affable, self-effacing good-blokery for years and he is not going to let it break now.

‘You had a crack at me too, mate.’

‘Did I?’

‘A good crack, actually. Your article made me look like a fucking idiot.’

‘Did it?’ The Paperman cocks his head thoughtfully. ‘I suppose that’s one way to look at it. Another would be that I reported the facts, as it says I should on my business cards. The important thing is that, at the end of the day, we’re all friends.’

Critics are much maligned in pop culture. Every movie and novel they appear in portrays them as buffoonish, stupid, jealous, bitter creatures who were never able to make it work creatively themselves. Every screenwriter or novelist who wrote a critic into their work did so for stupid, bitter reasons. It’s lazy. It’s a trope that wore itself out ages ago and hasn’t managed to refresh itself since. But that doesn’t make it untrue. Particularly in Sydney, where morals and septums were eroded and deviated by the cocaine-fuelled discourse of the early eighties, never to be repaired.

The Paperman is a particularly egregious example. Over the years he has proven adept at identifying the figures who will be culturally influential and then just sort of hanging around until he himself became influential by default. More recently, he has devoted his time to protecting those same cultural figures. He does this chiefly by destroying anything that looks like it might knock them off the front page. The Paperman despises, in ascending order, artists, other critics, and change.

At the luncheon table, the Paperman is three drinks deep, a little sleepy, and wants to talk about wokeness.

‘I know it’s politically incorrect to say it, but these days there’s no room for quiet, ordinary Australians,’ he says sadly, accepting a flute from a passing waiter. ‘It keeps me up at night, Oli. Look at what happened to you. Soon we won’t be able to say anything at all without being dragged across the coals by the chattering classes.’

It’s hard for Oli to argue with this. ‘Too right.’

‘How long until they come for all of us? They’re worse than the puritans, these people. You can’t even pay a woman a compliment without it coming back to bite you.’

Again, Oli agrees, although he is not worried about this particular problem – it would not occur to him to compliment a woman – so he chimes in: ‘Art itself is under attack.’

The Paperman nods seriously. ‘I do think so. It’s clear to me that so relentless and sustained is the political hostility to the arts that practitioners have taken on a siege mentality. It’s become impossible to divorce art from the laziest, stupidest excesses of culture war. Trying to run the arts pages is like being in the siege of Stalingrad. Only the desperate and insane survive.’

‘Yes.’ Oli says. ‘One hundred per cent.’

‘This country’s proud tradition of speaking truth to power is being eroded before our eyes.’

This is absolutely not a proud tradition in Australia – here the chief responsibility of the media is to ignore the personal misconduct of the drunks, thieves and sex pests who drive it like they stole it. Personal scandal does not interfere with professional malfeasance – the more practical and profitable corruption that keeps the economy ticking along. It’s been this way ever since our first printing press was set up by a prisoner who dodged his death sentence by printing government propaganda. Precisely the sort of detail that, although true, would seem too farcical and heavy-handed a symbol if you were to ever write it down.

Still, Oli does not disagree with what the Paperman is saying. It is against his nature to argue with someone who seems to be on his side, even when they’re saying something he knows is wrong-headed. For a long, long time now he has cruised along by making himself a small target. When he was courting fame, it paid to have a cheerfully vague personality, becoming a cipher onto which anyone could project what they needed to. This ambiguity – his entire public persona is built around it.

In crafting Oli’s image, Anton had identified the strange kink of Australian tastemakers: they idolised the working class but baulked at anyone but an uptight private-school kid being given a platform. It was easy for him to market Oli as a television talent by embracing both – wrapping him in a flannel shirt while flattening his country accent. The fact that he was queer was a two-for-one in the eyes of journalists, producers and funding bodies.


Anton had a knack for selecting and placing Oli’s work with buyers that would increase his overall market valuation. He understood that there was a fine line between celebrating Oli’s queer identity in a marketable way and alienating potential buyers. True Blue, a silk-screen print of Oli fellating a lonely man on a windswept beach, was rejected and cellared. ‘Too basic, too derivative. We can’t put that on a tote bag.’ But Fruit Tingles, a still life of an untouched tube of Life Savers standing upright next to an abandoned speedo, set a record when it eventually went to auction after an initial private sale.

For a long time, that combo of working-class interchangeability and non-threatening queerness had been enough. Lately, though, it wasn’t. His brand of dented-Teflon whiteness had been in fashion for so long it had not occurred to Oli that it would ever not be.

Now everyone had to have an opinion – on Picasso, on polyamory. Worse, everyone had an obscure and complex identity, some point of differentiation that made them more exciting than Oli. Come to think of it, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in the running for a major prize.

‘Look at the Archibald,’ says Oli. ‘Tokenism in action.’

Early in his career, he’d won the Archibald with a self-portrait that had taken him a bottle of dexies and two sleeps to throw together; the last time he’d entered – a portrait of Hugh Jackman – he hadn’t even made the Packing Room Prize.

The Paperman agrees. ‘Look at the newspapers – nobody wants to hear from institutions anymore. You can’t get a word in unless you’re gay, or Chinese, or disabled, or all of the above.’

Oli laughs now – his little shotgun burst ha! – although his smile slips a little. He opens his mouth to speak. Perhaps he means to defend himself, or artists of colour, or common decency, but we will never know, because at that moment the main course arrives.

The chefs responsible for this luncheon are the most expensive in all of Sydney, which means they, like the media, like Oli – like art itself – are in the grips of an existential crisis. Somewhere along the line, the culinary arts had joined the Duchamp school of art: nothing is allowed to leave the kitchen without suffering a conceptual breakdown.

The chefs place their dishes before each diner, the full-sleeve tattoo reaching over Oli’s shoulder reminding him, unhappily, of his dealer, Medici, and the significant amount of money he owes him. In the manner of a toddler showing a drawing to an exhausted parent, the head chef explains what the squiggles and smudges on the plates are supposed to be. This is a sunrise. This is joy. This is entropy. Here is the haunch of a wild boar that had a strained relationship with its mother.

Once the chefs depart, the Money glances at her plate, picks up a fork, and then reconsiders. She pivots in her seat to turn to Oli.

‘What do you think?’

‘It looks delicious.’ Oli smiles sweetly. ‘What you do think?’

‘Pretentious.’

Oli frowns at his plate. ‘This sort of food, it’s a little earnest.’

‘It is! It’s all just so earnest.’ She puts down her fork and rests her hand on Oli’s bicep. ‘I’m sure you get this in the art world. You go to a show now and everything is just so boring and earnest. The work and the people. If I have to go to one more opening and listen to some child prattle on about how they are sexless . . .’

‘I think you mean genderqueer,’ says Oli, summoning all the moral authority of someone who has recently googled the term, which, since his fateful encounter at the Anglican camp, he has. ‘I believe that’s the preferred term.’

‘Oh, who cares? LGBTXYZ, the whole shopping list. Who gives a shit?’ The Money knocks the thought away with a lazy backhand wave. ‘None of it is getting attention through merit. It’s just privileged bores throwing tantrums.’

‘It’s all just marketing.’ Oli nods earnestly. ‘Personally, I think the obsession with identity is masking sub-par work. I’ve always sided with Schopenhauer. One should stand before a picture as before a prince and wait to see whether it will speak, and what it will say.’

This is a favourite quote of Oli’s, and one he throws out in conversation like caltrops whenever he feels harried. It’s strangely apt – like a prince, Oli has never stopped to wonder how he landed the job he’s in.

‘You’re a bit peculiar, aren’t you, Oliver?’ says the Money, her interest in the conversation starting to flicker. ‘I never took you for a philosopher.’

‘I dabble,’ says Oli.

‘I doubt it,’ says the Paperman.

‘Don’t judge a book by its cover,’ snaps Oli.

‘I’ve never finished a book in my life,’ says the Miner.

She has somehow appeared in the seat next to Oli, the way a wall appears in a nightmare where you’re being chased by an axe-murderer. They’re at that point of a degustation when appetites have been sated and acceptance of one’s captivity kicks in – ties loosen, glasses empty, and guests play musical chairs.

‘I’ve made my way purely on my own talents,’ the Miner continues. ‘What would I go to uni for? To learn how to smoke pot?’

She is dismembering a Moreton Bay bug as she says this, having abandoned the delicate silver tools provided in favour of crushing the shell between her fingers and tearing the guts out – Goya-style – with her teeth.

Oli is transfixed, unable to look away. Her skin, from the neck up, and below the elbows where the sun has sprinkled its kiss for decades, is the same colour and texture as the bug, so the image is at once dynamic and suggestive of cannibalism, obscenity, incest. He is overwhelmed by the urge to paint her – this, if he could capture this, it would win him the fucking Archibald.

He is so absorbed by the vision that he has lost track of the conversation entirely, and in his absence, it has steered in a direction where all three of the powerbrokers, so disparate in their interests and taste, have found common ground.

‘I’m not racist,’ the Miner is saying, ‘but . . .’ she has unedifying yet ultimately unifying opinions on China to share with the group. The triptych (or is that a triarchy?) chime in on geopolitics, while Oli, always a little at sea when the conversation is not about him, watches on forlornly.

He learns that Beijing has ruined, in no particular order, the resources industry (Xi Jinping opens and closes foundries like a fridge he’s forgotten a snack in), wine (try getting a bottle of Grange for a decent price – go on, I dare you), the South Pacific (the military strength of Australia revealed to be that of a very small, very angry man in a sports bar) and the art market (flooded with money from a rising middle class, pumping up all these tacky, nasty artists with nothing that actually says anything, much less anything that is pleasant to look at).

‘If you ask me, art peaked in the eighties,’ Oli chimes in. ‘Ken Done was the last time a real Aussie was given a chance to break through.’


‘Oh, I know!’ says the Money. ‘What’s wrong with our culture? Nolan? Whiteley? Is it so bad? Isn’t it enough to be Australian? When did that stop being something to be? A working-class hero? The quiet Australians. Like you, Oliver.’

Oli’s heart rattles the bars of its cage. Here it is, the opportunity to steer her around to the fact he has new work going to market, that his waiting lists have cleared up considerably. That this is a chance for the Money – such a discerning collector of Australian art – to make some pre-emptive offers and get in on the ground floor.

He begins his spiel, but she cuts him off before he’s even got going, a hand glittering with platinum held up for silence. ‘Let’s not talk business, dear,’ says the Money. ‘This is a party, and besides, I have plenty of your work already.’

‘You do?’

The hand waves now to the side, moving the thought away. ‘Oh absolutely. I used to hang one right over there, by the entry hall. A nude, a boy by a lake. Blossom. Flower? Something like that.’

‘Daffo,’ says Oli in a small voice. ‘It’s called Daffo.’











Chapter Fifty




Daffo. You should have seen the pride with which Oli signed the portrait the moment the paint had dried – although it’s plain to read, evermore, in the flourish of the signature, the careful calligraphy with which he wrote the title on the back. He was so green, he didn’t know not to write the title on the canvas. But the name itself is classic Darling. Both literal and figurative, dual meanings crowding for airtime. This (precisely two fathoms) is as deep as Oli will ever go.

A silly name, really, but back then it didn’t even occur to him to be embarrassed. The painting came with him to Melbourne, and even though it was part of the folio he used to apply for art school, he knew by then that it was a little corny. It felt like a favourite jumper he’d grown out of – uncomfortable, but impossible to throw away.

So by the time he sold it to Anton, he didn’t feel any particular way about it except for a sentimental echo of a way he’d once felt. Gentle, melancholic – catalogues described it as an elegy for youth, but for Oli that feeling lasted only until the cheques started clearing. Then he’d been excited, remade as a being of pure adrenaline and inspiration and amphetamine – engine-hot and burning all through his triumphant graduation exhibition and subsequent rise.

That euphoria was captured in 2008, at the time of his first major solo exhibition, in that national newspaper profile: him on the front cover of the arts section, arms crossed, easy grin and drill-bit eyes staring down the barrel of the camera, the nude young man in the portrait in the background looking demurely away.

At that point Daffo was a greater asset to his career than ever, not something to be ashamed of. He’d all but forgotten its provenance until, scant days after that article went to print, he walked away from a celebratory dinner to take a phone call, a landline number from a very small town, letting him know the news.

It had been nearly ten years since he’d taken the bus out of town to go to college, promising himself he’d never come back. Not much in town had changed. He had, though. Now his face – a celebrity’s face – was on the front page of a newspaper lift-out, even way out here, in this place where nothing ever happened.

The whispering of the cane in the fields and the shouting of the farmhands as they zipped past each other on their dirt bikes. The crying in the night. The butcher’s shining knives and his dull hangover. The perfect roast potatoes served on dinner tables alongside overcooked, barely edible lamb that was nonetheless showered with compliments every time, because what was a little tough meat when a happy marriage was counted in decades? The cows lowing softly in their fields and raising their heads and fluttering their eyelashes with suspicion when strangers walked along their fences, but not ever thinking to mistrust the friendly faces they see every morning. The dogs who bit the hands that fed them and were given staccato executions in the fields, and the kelpies panting happily by fireplaces – sweet, maniac angels who chased sheep all day and retired only to chase more sheep in their dreams. The stinking barns loud with the miserable clucking of battery hens, and the battery of spouses that went unpunished and unreported; the eyes that studiously refused to notice the bruises and black eyes and other Tyrian finery during a chance encounter after church on Sundays, and the fury that simmered and slow-cooked the boys in the pub that no beer was ever cold enough to quite slake. The school canteen where strawberry milk sat unloved and ice-cold at the back of the fridge. The bakery with its famous vanilla slice, where two old women drank mugaccinos and teetered on the edge of their seats to gossip exactly as they had nearly a century earlier, right there in that spot, and it never got less delicious, not for them, not for the magpies swooping and stealing crumbs, not for the kookaburras who laughed and laughed and laughed at a joke that nobody else was in on. On and on it went. For everybody.

But no, I lie. Not for everybody.

That day in the church, everyone stared at Oli – suddenly famous, suddenly back – like he was a ghost. He walked slowly down the aisle to witness the boy in the coffin who was still wearing that same daft daffodil hat, pulled down low over his eyes, a neat black suit buttoned up all the way to his neck so that only the lonely peak of his chin jutted out from the ruffled bed of the casket.

An impossible thing to see, all things considered. There was no room in Oli’s mind for what his eyes were trying to serve him. Also impossible: the mourners who shuffled up to the body in single file. When Oli thought of the people he’d grown up with, it was only ever in low resolution. He remembered these people the way he painted them in his studio down in Melbourne – ropey limbs, something smudged and unfinished in the face, leering and screaming from the window of an acrylic ute. In his mind they’d become gargoyles wreathed in flannel, redolent of inbreeding and cruelty, built around the stories he told city kids about life in the country. Now here they were, refusing to cooperate with his reality, with their ordinary, downcast features and their neat black suits, lining up to pay their respects.

Unreal, too, the number of them. When Oli had left, Rio hadn’t a friend in the world except for him. Now the church seemed packed with them, every pew taken. What had he expected? Not this. Something like a Baz Luhrmann film. Just Oli striding down a dark and empty church, Rio’s body.

The air was too hot, thick with creaking wood, shuffling feet, stifling coughs, gentle weeping, rank hypocrisy. From the town or from Oli? Who can say.

It was too much for Oli. He hurried outside, his expensive boots clip-clopping on the floorboards.

It took some time for him to gather himself enough to enter the wake in the hall adjacent to the church. The flags of the local footy team still hung on the walls, and it had been catered like a disappointing group show: a trestle table laden with plastic cups of wine, cheese cubes and twiggy sticks.

People were distant but polite. Oli’s mourning outfit of skinny jeans, black shirt and boots was bizarre to them. His accent had changed in his decade away. What to make of this strange man who’d left town and returned as someone entirely different? What did they have to talk about?


He spotted Rio’s sister, Erin, older now – larger and redder – resting on a walking stick that ended in a four-clawed foot for balance. He caught her dabbing at her eyes with a tissue and, moved to pity, grabbed her a drink off the table and crossed the room.

‘Erin. I’m so sorry.’

‘Oli. I didn’t think you’d show.’ Her voice was very small, as though it had to travel from somewhere deep inside her. Her eyes were on his feet. ‘I wanted to tell you something.’

‘He was my best mate. Of course I’d be here. You don’t have to . . .’ Oli began, placing a consoling hand on her shoulder. She recoiled from it, took one unsteady step back. Her neck flushed a poisonous colour.

‘What you did was horrible. Just really horrible. It was a big shock to Rio. You never . . . just . . . you’re disgusting. I hate you. What you did. I hate you.’

She turned and limped away, and Oli stood, a plastic thimble of wine in his elegant hands, his heart limping after her. He hadn’t expected Erin Green to hate him, actually had not supposed he would ever see her again. Until this moment she had been preserved in his mind as she was in his boyhood – pyramidal in her floral dress, cenotaph to the life he might have had if he’d stayed. She had been doting and sisterly to him, treated him with kindness and held her own quiet dignity. In Oli’s mind she was not capable of disgust, or rage, or hate, or heartbreak.

As he watched her retreat, her back shuddering with grief, Oli’s heart shuddered too, and faltered, and even though it started again, it never ran quite right after that.

He reeled out of the wake and into the pub. He needed a drink, for so many reasons. The small news article announcing Rio Green’s death had been tactfully vague – in that coded way newspapers wink at the unthinkable – and because the exact cause of his oldest friend’s death was not reported, nor spoken of at the funeral, and so much of his face had been hidden under that cap of his, in Oli’s mind Rio died an infinite number of possible deaths. An ornery but typically placid horse lashed out, a hoof shattering Rio’s skull into so much shrapnel for his tender, precious brain; drowned in a grain silo; in a flood; the roll of a tractor; pills; walking into the waterhole with his pockets full of stones; slamming his car into an ancient ghost gum by the side of the road, leaving no skid-marks on the tarmac to indicate he’d tried to avoid it.

Most of all, he saw Rio, who had been drinking and stumbled a little, and the way a kind stranger’s offer lit up his face and the way his smile, precious, was snatched away as he began to understand what was about to occur. There were so many ways to die in a town with that much land and that much silence.

This lifetime of Oli’s – which stretched on interminably from the point Rio’s had ended – left so much time to think. So much room for ambiguity and interpretation. Few facts were inalienable, but among them was the reality that Oli – by selling everything he had to secure fame – had sold Rio’s secrets along with them. Unintentionally, of course. Inadvertently, perhaps. Certainly thoughtlessly. Oli had dragged Rio out of the closet and, not long afterwards, Rio was dead.

In the scheme of things, in a world this wide, things would continue as they always had. In the pub the TV flashed in the corner. At the counter, three stools down from Oli, a farmhand with a tribal tattoo snaking down one arm kept an eye on the game, relishing a parmy.


Oli’s eyes, loose with drink, snagged briefly on the elegant hook of the farmhand’s bicep. From there it wandered, like a hungry fly, to alight on other potential snacks in the pub, settling briefly on the barmaid (young, too young for Oli, way too young to look so eroded by alcohol), before settling back on the farmhand. For some time he ogled the lad from afar, considered his odds the way one does a roulette table. The man glanced in his direction and Oli’s gaze bounced away, only to see his father standing in the door of the pub.

How long he had been there, Oli didn’t know. Long enough, judging by the expression on his face. That, as it happened, was the last time he ever saw his father – the last day he ever spent in his home town. Oli watched the broad back panel of his father’s sportscoat as he walked away and was struck by how loose it hung on his shoulders. In the years since their last meeting, that Christmas when father and son had disowned each other, the once terrifying old man seemed to have diminished. His face, which Oli remembered as rawhide leather, had been crushed by sorrow and shame into soft velvet folds. A terrible moment of realisation: as Oli looked at his father, he found there a mirror. Yes, even though Oli was a grown man, he was still afraid of his dad, but worse than that, he saw that his dad was just as afraid of him, flushing a dismayed purple-red as he turned to retreat from the pub.

That day, Oli learned not to think of home, and never of Rio Green. The memory of their relationship does not trouble him – banal, brief, sweaty and delightful – there are millions of these caprices happening right now as the unfeeling world spins. But he would not subscribe to a reality where Rio, who had allowed Oli to rest his face on his slender chest and feel the tick-tick-tick of his heart, was snuffed out while Oli flourished. The facts, as they lay, were irrefutable proof that decency and consequence are ideas with no more traction than the bunyip and Easter Bunny. When he stumbled out of the pub, Oli left it all behind.

After that, some measure of anaesthetic would be key to the rest of his days. He found that if your financial needs were taken care of, substances could take care of the rest. It was just a matter of fine-tuning the balance between up and down so that there was never time for the unlovely palimpsest of memory to shine through what had been painted over. It wasn’t about bacchanal so much as maintaining a certain level of functionality. Done correctly, it was no more difficult a balancing act than getting the shade right when mixing watercolours.











Chapter Fifty-One




‘Daffo, that’s right,’ says the Money. She points at a spot on the wall where a woodcut now hangs. ‘A watercolour. I had it right there, but I got rid of it. Never thought the colours were quite right.’

Oli follows her eyes. He realises that this conversation, this luncheon, is not what he took it for. He’s not at the grown-ups table at all, he’s navigating a dungeon in a children’s adventure movie – every bit of ground he thought he had solid footing on turns out to be quicksand.

‘You got rid of it?’

‘The man I bought it off said I would warm to it, but to tell you the truth, I never really did. I was so glad. I thought it was a sunk cost.’

This news makes Oli’s mood swing so fast he is winded. The conversation moves on, leaving him behind. He appreciates the danger of the situation. If the Money and her social set don’t find him interesting enough to hang his paintings, it’s all over for him.

He responds the way anyone does when suddenly in existential danger: instinctively and boastfully. ‘I’m writing a memoir!’ he yells, loud enough that several heads at the table turn towards him.

The Money blinks in surprise. ‘Good for you, Oli. Good for you.’ She pats the back of his hand encouragingly and turns away again, leaving Oli staring in dismay at the gunship-grey of her bobbed hair.

The Paperman, however, is intrigued. ‘A memoir? You’re writing a memoir.’

‘Yes. You know, it’s one of those things you get around to in time, I suppose.’

‘It happens to the best of us,’ agrees the Paperman. ‘But I’m having trouble imagining who’s going to buy your memoir. I hate to be the one to tell you this, Oli, but it’s not that straightforward to tell a story about you. Trust me. You’re not as interesting as I make you out to be.’

Oli’s patience – a carefully tempered porcelain – begins to crack.

‘Mate,’ Oli says. ‘Do you know what the problem is with you people? You can’t stand to see someone rise above the parapet. You’re mediocre. Worse than that, you’re proud of it. You go out of your way to crush anyone who scares you by being better than beige.’

Oli has an analogy to hand, an appropriately salt-of-the-earth anecdote.

‘Have you ever been yabbying, mate?’ Oli asks the Paperman. ‘When I was a little tacker, I would go down to the dam and catch yabbies for our dinner. Just throw a little meat in on a line, pull them up, easy as. Hundreds of the things. You’d just throw them in a bucket. And the best bit is, they don’t want to escape. If one of them starts climbing up the side, the rest of them panic and try to get up too, pulling the poor bugger down. The yabbies would rather be dinner than see one individual make it. Which is how you lot treat us artists.’

It’s inelegant, the way Oli expresses himself, but in the yabby – poor, grasping, soft-shelled, seizing a morsel and unable to let go – he’s found a closer analogue for himself than, say, the noble magpie.

Oli’s voice grows louder and faster. It’s running away from him now, his fists bunching, but the Paperman is not reacting like a man under assault. The corners of his mouth crinkle up and, the angrier Oli gets, the higher they rise. It’s as though marionette strings are pulling at his features, until his whole face is wrinkled in delight. This only makes Oli more furious, and his bush accent begins to fall away, revealing the polish beneath.

‘The entire arts media apparatus is dedicated to pushing shit uphill, until it reaches some kind of equilibrium where it can be held aloft by its own gravity, at which point you cunts turn around and kick it back down.’

Where this sudden conviction is coming from, Oli doesn’t know. It’s as though a more eloquent mind were putting words in his mouth. Still, he recognises the truth of it. As a nation, Australia is thrilled to celebrate success, so long as it doesn’t seem in danger of achieving escape velocity.

Finally Oli pauses to draw breath, long enough to survey the scene he is making. With that, he understands why the Paperman is so pleased: the table has fallen quiet.


‘Oliver,’ the Money says, annoyed. ‘What are you so upset about?’

And before any of the hundreds of possible rejoinders can bubble up from Oli’s soul, the Paperman is twisting the knife. Pivoting on his chair, he taps the Money lightly on the wrist.

‘By the way. I know you don’t watch television, but did you hear about the controversy with our friend here? What he said about the troops?’

The Money’s eyes flick to Oli and back, so fast he’s not sure if he’s imagined it. Her expression is inscrutable; she is distracted, using her fork to neatly bisect her meal into ever smaller squares. ‘I don’t live in a cave – look around you. You’re in a castle in the sky.’

She gives her wine glass a single, absent-minded tap with a diamond ring as though she had been about to propose a toast and then thought better of it. Nonetheless, all eyes turn to the Money. It’s her house, and it’s time for her to hold court.

‘Frankly, I agree with Oli. It’s tremendously silly, this death cult we have around soldiers. It borders on the necrophilic the way this country talks about the past. Where did we get this ridiculous notion that violence is supposed to be moral?

‘The same goes for our artists. Why do we want our culture to be made by good people? Artists are supposed to be villains. Otherwise, they’ll never have anything to say. Remember that month they came for all our best actors? For being a little handsy? So what? We need thespians with range. In my opinion actors of that calibre should be allowed droit du seigneur. It gives their hands something to do while they work out what they should be doing with faces. It’s not like they’re allowed to smoke anymore.

‘How are we supposed to care about artists if they’re not monstrous? What does it give them to explore? The good in our hearts? Absolutely not. If we’ve got nothing to talk about except how virtuous you are, it’s going to be a short conversation. Whether morality is even a good thing in the first place is up for debate, I think. When you feel you have good morals, self-satisfaction is the next stop, then vanity. And I’m so bored of vanity.

‘Look at that one.’ The Money points to a thin, pale woman in a silk kimono sitting further down the table, frowning at her phone, a wedge of Japanese pumpkin in front of her. ‘Chewed my ear off for half an hour about being vegan. So much passion about her diet. Didn’t seem to have any other hobbies. The whole time, I was expecting her to disintegrate. Never met such a fragile person. Her face is always wet, poor thing. Bones like bamboo scaffolding. I know this because I could see through her skin. Every vein, every muscle, moving around in there. Disgusting. Like a sack of rats. Squeaky little voice but one million opinions. However, I’m sure she’s very moral. Everyone is very moral.’

The Money, who had kept her gaze on her plate as she spoke, now lays down her fork in parallel with the rest of her cutlery.

She turns to look at Oli. ‘The problem with you, Darling, isn’t moral. It’s what you said before: it’s marketing. You seem like a nice man. Possibly I’m wrong about that. Perhaps the minute you walk away from this table you’re going to say something terribly clever and mean about me behind my back. That’s fine. I’m going to do the same. Everyone in this room is a terrible person – we all know that. The problem is you let them,’ the Money makes a sweeping gesture towards an imagined audience, ‘know that you’re a bad person. So now if I hang your painting, I’ll look like I have no taste. If I can’t hang it up, I can’t sell it. Do you know what that means?’


Oli shakes his head miserably. His plate has been cleared and a surprisingly retro dessert is being placed in front of him – crema catalana, entombed in brittle, scorched sweetness.

‘It means you’re a bad investment, Oliver. Did you know that artworks appreciate at an average of 7.5 per cent a year? That’s better than gold, some years. When I started collecting your work, you were doing better than that. Better than gold, Oliver. Now it’s all turned to dust. I can’t sell you at auction, I can’t sell you privately. I’m going to have to give you to the gallery and hope for a tax credit.’

The Money is done with Oli. With a sort of magic trick with her elbow, she excises him from the conversation, picking up a spoon and, with one sharp and efficient whack of her dessert, breaking the shell to scoop out its heart.

‘Oh, Darling,’ she says to no one in particular, ‘you have to try this. It’s quite good.’











Chapter Fifty-Two




After a lifetime of leaving parties too late, Oli discovers it’s much worse to leave them early. It’s 3 pm – the wickedest hour of the day, a time when blood sugar drops and morale flags. The fulcrum when both the pressure of the day and the terrors of the night conspire to crush the spirit – a melancholy hour even for those whose days are filled with purpose, vocations, meaningful work, loving families. Oli has none of these things, plus he’s a little sauced.

It’s too early in the day to have such an urgent wine buzz going, but it’s also too early to retire. Instead he rambles, without aim, away from the sandstone mansions, downhill, through the secret cobblestone lanes that lead from the hilltops to the ocean. Who knows how long he wanders. Oli is lost somewhere in his own depths, oblivious to the patient lapping of the waves against the crumbling seawall, the bin chickens prising open dumpsters to feast on their treasures. The majesty of Sydney, all that dappled sunlight and verdant glory – he does not see it, sees nothing at all until he looks up from his reveries to find himself in the shadow of the Art Gallery of NSW. He will find solace in art, he decides, and before that, in the gallery’s bar.

Once he’s seated, Oli pulls out his phone, in need of the comfort to be found there. He pulls down on the screen to refresh his social media feeds like a bear pawing at a tree hopeful for a little honey. Surely someone, somewhere on the internet, has something nice to say about him, a comment which will squeeze a little dopamine from the parched sponge inside his skull. Having looked everywhere and found only vitriol, he checks, finally, dismally, his email.

Waiting there, unexpected, unheralded, is his memoir. It should be impossible for the Ghost to produce a manuscript based off one long dinner and a few weeks of long-distance interviews, but they are not paying her for what’s possible. To meet the deadline, she’s pulled together old interviews, profiles and Instagram captions. It is, in terms of accuracy and narrative cohesion, a mess. But it is done.

The manuscript arrives attached to a brusque email chain that reveals that Oli was not supposed to receive it yet. It has been sent from the ghostwriter to the publisher, whose out-of-office auto-reply delegated it to a colleague, who passed it on to the editor responsible for welding together the first draft, along with an apologetic note, and somehow – a fatal ricochet – Oli has been copied in on that final email.

Oli starts reading. He puts his feet up on a cafe chair, kicks back, holds his phone in one hand and his wine in the other. After the first chapter, his smile starts to slip. He squints at the screen to better parse what’s going into his brain.


His face is unreadable. Nothing moves but his eyes and the thumb he uses to scroll through the pages, pausing only to order more booze, which he does, again and again. As the drinks pile up, he begins to skip paragraphs, then whole pages, speeding through the draft. He does not like what he’s reading. It makes him furious, then guilty, then sad.

In the dying light of the day, he’s a picture of despondence. This, perhaps, is why Oli does all his self-portraits in primitivist impasto – when you zoom in close enough for the details to resolve, Oli is revealed to be an Edward Hopper, a gentle study in melancholy and isolation.

The problem is that he is seeing a fairly accurate portrait of himself on the page; he has never been so insulted. He is certain he has not said these things. Or at the very least that the Ghost has misquoted him: butchered his jokes, his quotes, rearranged them, put words in his mouth to make him sound pompous, condescending, misogynistic.

In the normal course of things, an editor would have had time to go over the raw draft the Ghost has written. They would have smoothed it out, blurred the edges and written in some negative space to distract from the unvarnished portrait that Oli has accidentally been presented with.

Finally, Oli is done. Or at least, he’s read as much of the book as he can stomach. He slams his phone down on the table, rattling the empty wine glasses. The phone, heavy with the weight of the unflattering manuscript, seems obscene now. Oli doesn’t want to touch it. He knows he should calm down before calling the Ghost. He does not.

‘Listen,’ he says, when she picks up. ‘Hi. Listen. I read your book.’


The Ghost misses the emphasis on ‘your’, does not pick up the implied threat. Oli is already distancing himself from authorship of his own narrative. The reverberations of this subtle dumping of responsibility will have dramatic consequences for everyone in this story, especially the poor Ghost. She’s not expecting drama, so when she sees Oli calling, she thinks nothing of it and answers even though she’s at the supermarket. She’d emailed the rough draft of the manuscript to the publisher scant hours earlier – it had not occurred to her that Oli might have already read, and despised, her work.

‘Oh!’ says Ghost. ‘Oh, great . . . what did you think? Do you love it?’

‘Do I love it?’ Oli echoes her, and she misses the sarcasm. She is distracted, running her groceries through the automatic checkout. She is overburdened, in a rush, juggling tote bags, groceries and her purse. The only way she can continue unloading her basket is to tilt her head and pin the phone between shoulder and ear.

She has chosen her groceries poorly, like a wealthy person, a fool – organic this and coconut that. The years she spent on the poverty line already seem a distant memory, haunting supermarket fridges towards the close of the day to snap up discounted meat in the halcyon moment between it going on sale and becoming inedible. Now she has payment from the publisher at her fingertips, she cannot imagine ever going back to that sort of hand-to-mouth existence. At least, not until she scans an eggplant and finds it costs twelve dollars.

‘The fuck?’ she mutters to herself. There must be some mistake. She waves her hand to attract the attention of one of the supermarket attendants to undo the error.


This is the least of her problems. Oli is still on the phone, mid soliloquy.

‘Do I love it? I didn’t think I did, at first, but then I read a little further, and I reached a point where your writing made me want to gouge out my own eyes, and in my haste I went too far in and damaged the parts of my brain responsible for talent and good taste, which has made us simpatico, so now I love it!’ He growls. ‘No! I don’t love it. It’s terrible, just terrible. I don’t know . . . it’s just, it’s not good at all. You’ve done a bad job.’

An addendum here. The Ghost has done a very good job; altogether too good. That’s the problem. By faithfully writing down the things that Oli has said and done, she has done him a blistering disservice. He has no one to blame but himself. Except, of course, the Ghost.

‘Oh!’ she says. She did not expect this. She was convinced that this job, if beneath her, was one she was good at. ‘Oh . . . so . . .’

‘So, what are you going to do about it?’

The Ghost does not know. She feels dazed. There seems to be a high-pitched ringing somewhere on the periphery of her hearing, the sound of her self-confidence unhitching from the engine, something shriller and more urgent than Oli’s complaint, or even that of the lady behind her in line for the checkout, who says, ‘Hurry it up, mate. Some of us have jobs to go to.’

It is perhaps this reference to a job, in danger of losing her own, that makes the Ghost turn to single her out. Because the Ghost knows this woman in the line – she has been dealing with her for her whole life. White skin, blue eyes, expensive highlights, a husband she hates and two kids that hate her. This woman has been ruined by the patriarchy, steadily ground down and reconstituted, until she has taken on the texture of a corn chip, all starch and sharp corners. There are few people in life she can bully, so when she is mildly inconvenienced by a stranger – especially a younger, poorer, browner stranger – she will lose her fucking mind.

‘Seriously, step it up, will you?’ the woman calls angrily, eliciting mutters of agreement from the rest of the line.

At the same time, Oli is still in the Ghost’s ear, complaining about how he has been misquoted. She knows he has not been misquoted; everything he said is carefully recorded in her transcripts. This is simply how Oli talks to people.

The Ghost does not know how to express to him that someone who’s fallen in love with their own reflection will naturally startle when it ripples. The thing Oli finds objectionable is Oli.

She cannot think of what to say, cannot think at all with the woman in the grocery line still badgering her.

She turns and snaps, ‘Would you just fucking relax!’ and realises, too late, that the phone is still clamped between her shoulder and clammy cheek.

There’s a moment of silence from Oli, then the line goes dead.

The Ghost is stricken, at the head of a queue of angry shoppers. She’s wounded not only the harried stranger, and Oli, but also her nascent career as a ghostwriter.

And still the eggplant costs twelve dollars.

She pays, knowing she will resent that eggplant until it dies of natural causes at the back of her veggie crisper. She simmers all the way home, where she swallows her pride and sends an inquiring, crawling email to Oli, which goes unanswered. She is convinced that Oli will have her fired, and it takes her the rest of the evening to convince herself that she is being crazy and that he’ll do no such thing.


She is not crazy; Oli is mad. Even while she is crafting her carefully worded and reasoned email, he is trying his hardest to get her dumped from the book. He calls the publisher and demands to be given a new ghost, or to hire his own, or as a last resort to be given more time to write it himself. The publishing house declines all of these suggestions. There’s no money for another ghost and no time for Oli to get his shit together, in fact there’s no money at all thanks to the Götterdämmerung that is devouring publishing.

Patience exhausted, the publisher is unwilling to wait any longer for a manuscript Oli approves of. He can either work with the ghost he’s been given or he can repay the exorbitant advance, which is not possible, as it spent itself years ago.

Oli doesn’t like any of these options. He calls Anton’s mobile, which rings out. Nonplussed, he calls Anton’s office landline and gets the answering machine. It’s highly unusual for Anton not to pick up his phone, even more so for his office phone to go unanswered, but distracted by his own troubles, none of it strikes Oli as strange.

‘Anton, mate,’ he says. ‘This writer you’ve paired me with, she’s no good, buddy. The book is cooked, mate. Publisher’s not paying. All good though. Money isn’t everything.’

Oli’s voice echoes from the answering machine through Anton’s office. On the rare occasion that Anton lets his calls go through to the machine, Oli tends to air whatever grievances are on his mind – Thanos, Eros, dollars, euros. Eventually, Anton picks up, no matter how obscene or unhinged the train of thought. Anton is a vault, Oli’s trusted confidant, but his answering machine is the next best thing. Today though, Anton doesn’t answer. Oli rants a while longer, then hangs up and glances at the clock on his phone.


The afternoon has turned to evening while he read, and while the gallery will remain open for a show, the bar is closing. The waiters hover impatiently. As he rises, a solitary bin chicken stalks resolutely towards his table, which is littered with crumbs and empty glasses. Oli raises his last drink, salutes it solemnly, and the bird responds in kind, spreading its grungy wings majestically. Around one scaly foot the bird wears a tracking bracelet.

‘You too, mate?’ he murmurs sadly, tossing it a crust. The bird snatches it from the air, briefly graceful, then folds its wings and stalks away. As it goes, Oli admires the lines of its body, its serpentine beak, its air of an affronted dinosaur, and files the image away to paint later. What was this majestic, wild creature – branded and brought low, forced to beg for scraps far from home – if not a reflection of Oli? As he gathers himself up to leave, he wonders if he could get away with entering a bin chicken in the Archibald.

He is already here at the gallery – why not wander and check out the competition? He heads towards the Australian contemporary collection, sated after venting about the Ghost to Anton. She doesn’t understand him. Nobody does. He feels as though nobody in the world really sees him.

Not far away from here, though, there are some people who want to see him very much. Those men, the ones from early on, who were searching for Oli in order to do him great violence – your humble narrator has not forgotten them. And believe me, they have not forgotten Oli. They are, in fact, in Anton’s office, listening with great interest to Oli’s message as it plays back on the answering machine. They have been patiently searching for Oli all this time, and soon, as though fated, they will be united.











Chapter Fifty-Three




The gallery is quiet. It is too late in the day for students on excursion, but still too early for the evening’s louche art-types to come slinking in. And the day outside was so aggressively pleasant, all the European tourists have become lost en route. Only two small sounds break the silence: somewhere, someone is crying, and now and again a sniff rings out – a security guard who has forgotten both her hay-fever medication and her tissues.

That guard is rescued by the sort of fussy, well-dressed older gentleman who roams alone in a gallery on an idle evening. He produces from his satchel a neat packet of tissues and offers it to her with a flourish. That situation resolved, he shuffles on to find the source of the weeping.

A man (tall, quite handsome, even though grief deranges his features) stands before an artwork with tears streaming down his face. The older man stops, uncertain whether to offer aid, and eventually decides against it, leaving the stranger to his reverie. He himself is no stranger to weeping openly in front of the odd masterpiece in a public gallery, so he only smiles, sharing a moment of remote solidarity with the bedraggled man before moving on.

If he’d looked closer, he would have recognised the famous, formerly celebrated contemporary artist Oliver Darling, but he would still have misunderstood the reason for Oli’s tears.

Oli is not crying because this painting is here – he is crying because it shouldn’t be. Like him, it is far from home, transported from Melbourne to Sydney at enormous cost.

The painting? It’s the sad sheep. If you’ve ever dawdled through the big gallery in Melbourne, you know the sad sheep painting: Anguish by August Schenck.

It does what is says on the label. Anguish. There aren’t many artworks that will ruin your day quite so thoroughly. A ewe stands in the snow, over her dead lamb. A flock of crows – a murder – surrounds her. She stands resolute, protecting her dead child. Her body, beneath the layers of wool, is staunch, but you can read on her face that her spirit is broken. She bleats for her lost lamb, her breath ghosting from her mouth in the cold, but it might as well be her will to live.

Schenck held nothing back in the execution. The painting is as subtle as a shotgun. It’s an old-fashioned sort of painting, painted on spec to cash in on an 1880s trend of artworks depicting anthropomorphised animals taking on human emotions.

Some viewers might find it embarrassingly emo, a cynical tug-on-the-heartstrings sort of a painting. But Oli, for all his flaws, has never found it within himself to be a snob about the sad sheep. It’s a moreish, crowd-pleasing cheeseburger of an artwork, and he admires it beyond all reason. It’s among the first works he ever fell in love with, and he knows it as intimately as anything he has made himself. It always entrances him as though an angel were jingling their keys before him, as it did that very first time he saw it, when it did something intrinsic and irreversible to him.

To Anton, too, incidentally. Many years earlier, in the nascent days of their friendship, Oli had taken Anton to see his favourite painting. It was a profound education. Anton, too, was ensorcelled by the painting. But while Oli felt the long-dead artist reaching out across the centuries with a paintbrush to neatly scalpel out his heart and replace it with a shuddering iceberg, Anton’s appreciation of the painting was built on the only scaffolding he understood: money.

His eyes, which missed little, flicked from the painting to the punters who came across the painting and were stilled, mid-step and mid-sentence. Whatever the painting had cost, he reasoned, was worth it. Of all the millions of people who came to this gallery to see this painting, even if they only paid a few dollars – even if they paid nothing but the price of a gift-shop postcard – what an incredible investment, compounding eternally. If there were a million people on this planet willing to pay a dollar to see this painting, it was worth a million dollars. And beyond that, far away in the background, the intricate wheels of capitalism were churning up further dollars, from governments to philanthropists. The painting, bought for a song, was worth a limitless amount over the years; in the long run, the economic and cultural capital of any good art would correlate. And, in the short term, there was a fictional market of boom and bust trying to anticipate that value.

Two radically different experiences of the same artwork, and yet the two men were bound to each other by the painting. Anton inspired by its unlimited commercial potential, Oli laid low by its emotional potency.

For Oli, Anguish reveals more of itself – and himself – with each viewing. At different points in his life he has identified as the devastated ewe or the ruthless, dead-eyed carrion birds who, although brutish, occupy their own vital place in the miracle of creation. Today, though, he has figured it out. He is the lamb, limp in the snow, his carcass laid out for all to enjoy.

Oli is not having a cathartic experience of the sublime, as the kindly gentleman had assumed. Oli is grieving for his lost career. Because Anguish is not where it should be, tucked safely away on the third floor of the gallery in Melbourne, it’s here, in Sydney, on the wall where Thresher once hung.











Chapter Fifty-Four




Oli calls Anton again, and again the call goes through to the answering machine. This is unprecedented. No matter when Oli has called, whatever time zone or state of mind he’s been in, Anton has always picked up and calmly managed the situation for him.

‘Anton!’ Oli barks into the machine. ‘They took me down from the gallery. They put up the fucking sad sheep! You’ve got to fix this. Pick up the phone. You know what, fuck it. Never mind. I’m coming over.’

He takes a taxi to Anton’s office, one of those big pot-bellied black ones that wishes it were in London. Oli, too, wishes he were in London. He wonders if right now his works in British galleries are being taken down and put into storage. The thought hollows him out and he calls Anton again, getting the machine yet again.


‘What if they stop showing me in Europe? If the Tate take me down, I may as well be Hirst’s fucking shark.’

When he arrives at Anton’s office, Oli throws open the security grille, failing to notice it hasn’t asked him for the entry code, and that in fact the door has been kicked in.

‘Mate! We’re fucked! You’re gonna want to do some damage control, old pal.’

Oli cannot know it, but he is deploying the same plaintive, inscrutable wail that Kalashnikov uses to announce her wants. It’s a cry for help that in all the world only Anton can discern and soothe, and the cat, picking up the distress in Oli’s voice, races to greet him at the door.

Oli trips over her the moment he’s through the door, stumbles, only barely keeping his footing. The office is dimly lit, so it takes a moment for Oli’s eyes to adjust. The fatal misunderstanding again – Oli is upset, off balance, and in no mood for Kalashnikov, but the cat, mistaking revulsion for overture, rears on her hind legs and sinks her front claws into Oli’s pants with a satisfyingly expensive ripping sound.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ Oli groans. He bends down to detach Kalashnikov’s claws from his trousers, failing to appreciate several important developments since he was last in this room. Most critically, Anton is not behind his desk. Nor is he striding across the room to fend off Oli’s habitual hug with one of his efficient European handshakes.

No, Anton is lying on the floor, sprawled inelegantly across as much space as his sturdy limbs allow. His glasses, normally as much a part of him as the furrows on his brow (neat and orderly as those on a hobby farm) are absent – without them his face seems naked and indecent. The spectacles, as it happens, are lying on the scuffed floorboards by Anton’s head, having been dislodged by the blow that cracked open poor Anton’s forehead, which bleeds now like a schoolyard bubbler.

These are pressing details, things that Oli should have noticed, but he is still dealing with Kalashnikov trying to scale his leg. Oli simply misses that his friend is lying there, does not notice, either, Anton’s eyes flashing in warning, the silently mouthed alarm, not even the large man slipping from his hiding place behind the tasteful Japanese privacy screen.

Only when he receives an elbow to the back of his head that tilts reality on its axis does Oli realise the room is full of extremely dangerous men. By then he is on the ground. There, at last, he begins to wonder who these goons are, lurking Rembrandtly in the gloom of Anton’s office.

One of them kicks Oli lightly in the ribs, and a long-held instinct to roll over when he feels threatened makes Oli flop onto his back, providing him with a little more detail of the scene, and a view of his assailant – dressed casually in a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, Hard Yakka pants and ergonomic chef’s shoes. His sleeve tattoos ripple as he crosses his arms. This time he is both mad and disappointed. We’ve met him already – right back at the beginning of our story – but it’s okay if you’ve forgotten him. He’d slipped Oli’s mind, too.

‘Oli,’ says Medici. ‘There you are. I’ve been looking all over.’











Chapter Fifty-Five




Everything in this world has a price. A great work of art is no exception. But how many unknown or forgotten masterpieces have been destroyed in wars, broken up into kindling to feed immiserated hearths, or simply thrown out by those who didn’t know better? And, inversely, how many mediocrities have been elevated to the salon in their place?

The price of a work of art is immaterial; it is worth whatever it is worth. The moment that Anton bought Daffo, it went from worthless to being worth exactly the wad of drug money he’d handed over. Then, when his girlfriend purchased it a little while later through that swanky gallery – again in cash, and again with Anton’s drug money, albeit much more of it – its value increased further. But this time with a receipt, a deed of sale – a paper trail. After that, Anton sold Daffo to another drug dealer, the next one up in the line of incrementally more dangerous men.


Medici, back in the first years of the new millennium, was a sous-chef in a somewhat pedestrian Sydney bistro, but he had greater ambitions. He was passionate about food, really about hospitality in all its forms, which led him (a long story, maybe for another time), naturally enough, to crime. Back in 2007, cartoonishly aggressive chefs were in fashion, and it was only a short walk from line cook to gangster. Everyone with a dream must find a way to pay for it.

He was, on the face of it, an unlikely patron of the arts, especially one who started his collection with a male nude by an unknown queer Australian artist. Medici was not a fan of painting, and suspicious of homosexuality outside of jail-time necessity, so didn’t see the appeal when Anton approached him with an offer to sell him a painting for $10,000 in cash.

‘You’re not buying the painting,’ Anton had explained. ‘You’re buying the prestige. And prestige is something you can sell for a profit. It goes like this —’

When a work of art is sold, its worth is recorded as part of the deed of sale. If the same work is sold again later on, the dealer who sells it takes its previous sale price into account, along with the reputation of the artist and their history of sales across their oeuvre. If the artist’s career has progressed, appreciation is applied to the valuation of the older works, and they can sell for many, many times the purchase price of the work.

Anton understood that there had come a moment when artistic inspiration was confused with commercial rationale. The art itself had been fused with marketing and, thereby, the market. After that, the contemporary art world had reinvented itself as a commodity market – a fun place for millionaires to park their money.


‘You buy it for one price, sell it for another. It’s no different from flipping real estate or stocks. The artwork is an asset. Except this asset fits in the boot of a car and nobody is watching. It’s unregulated. There is no central registry of ownership for paintings – not in this country, not anywhere in the world.’

While galleries and auction houses provide paperwork for a sale, private deals can be done on little more than a handshake and an invoice listing the artist and a description of the work. That opacity, like a great work of art itself, is irresistible to those with immense wealth. Specifically, those who want to hide their wealth away from prying eyes – not just collectors but governments, international financial bodies, royal families and, of course, gangsters.

In 2007, Medici was ambitious in a way that would be profoundly rewarded by the economic and moral restructuring Australia underwent in the following years. He was unpredictable, and more than a little violent, but he had a work ethic that Anton admired. If the police were to drop by they would find him sweating over a grill, presenting as a reliable if frustrated chef.

Medici really did dream of status and success in the restaurant industry, where it was impossible to make money, but moonlighted in the drug trade, where it was impossible to lose it. His passion in life was subsidised by the buying and selling of cocaine, and that happened after hours, confined to supplying a small network of mid-tier dealers like Anton.

In Anton’s analysis, there were a hundred part-time gangsters like Medici and, loosely networked, they made up most of the underworld. The self-described mafias in Melbourne – the crews who had once haunted Lygon Street – were just a memory now, about as convincing as civil war re-enactment societies. Same for the young blokes of Anton’s generation who listened to rap music and spent their money on gold chains and Japanese sports cars – they were not to be feared, being only a few steps above playing make-believe, appropriating a lifestyle they saw on TV.

In Australia, real gangsters did not listen to hip-hop – they listened to the classic rock radio station. It was the quiet, bored-looking blokes with beer guts straining their button-down flannels who you had to watch out for. If you were in the car with such a man, and he went quiet and leaned over to turn up Cold Chisel on the radio, you knew you were done for.

Anton had known many men like Medici back then – men who could inflict lasting damage on other human beings if it meant turning a profit, but who still longed for peaceful lives and suffered status anxiety like anyone else. It was here, where the underworld bubbled and yearned to burst through into legal affluence, that Anton saw opportunity. The money needed to be washed before it could be spent.

Medici’s most pressing problem in life was not a bad one to have, from Anton’s point of view. He made enormous quantities of money selling illegal drugs, but that meant that his money was, in turn, illegal. In Medici’s experience, money could buy happiness, but paying exclusively in cash was bad luck. Cars, clothes, gold, jewellery – buying those things would only put a target on your back. They made you a mark for thieves and other gangsters or, in an efficient hybridisation of the two, cops.

A fortune needs a believable origin story, same as anything. Marketing again. Of course Medici had already tried laundering his money in the usual pedestrian ways. But serving phantom meals in his restaurant proved too small and slow for the sums he was dealing with. He’d tried flipping houses – buying shacks in heroin-addled suburbs of Melbourne and renovating them using materials he paid cash to have stolen from other building sites – but that was a flawed system reliant on the sweaty and sickly. And the stock market, unless you were one of the rarefied few pulling the levers of industry, was unpredictable nonsense – just astrology for men with sweaters tied around their necks.

Then there was the casino, dropping huge amounts at the roulette table and keeping whatever he could win back. But you never knew how that would go – it was rare that he visited the casino and came away without losing the lot. Some men are not temperamentally suited to games of chance, and Medici was one of them. On occasion he had hired Anton and his quiet, mathematical mind to do his gambling for him, and Anton had acquitted himself well enough that when he came to Medici with this new proposal for money laundering, he listened.

At first he was bemused, then amused, then scornful, then, finally, convinced. Anton always had been good at persuading people. Just ask Gemma, his then girlfriend, who had offered Anton her hard-earned expertise on Oli’s painting, giving him the spark that became the plan he later pitched to Medici.

‘Art is portable,’ he explained to the gangster. ‘You can drive it cross-country, you can fly it to Greece or Brazil or wherever you want. No cop is going to look at it twice. It’s perfect.’

Medici gave Anton the cash for the painting. Why not? What was a few grand to him? He hung it on the wall in the restaurant. The shy boy in the painting spent a year demurely watching diners picking at their pommes frites, then went to auction, where it was bought for an even higher price by a colleague of Medici’s (methamphetamine), who propped it against the wall of his bedsit where he and the painting spent many sleepless nights staring at each other.

By the next auction, just months later, the price had doubled. This time it was purchased by the third in the growing syndicate (hydroponics). For two lonely years it was hidden, still in its packing crate, in the roof cavity of a Bendigo grow house.

The next time it went under the hammer, selling at well above the reserve, it went to a hedge-fund manager who’d watched the value of Daffo double, then double again. He saw an easy fortune to be made.

Now paid for entirely with legal money, the painting passed hands again and again until it was purchased by, well, the Money. Medici and his associates made back many times the money he’d first invested – clean money nobody in law enforcement would ever think to look for.











Chapter Fifty-Six




In this way the years passed. Each time Oli exhibited, Medici and his friends bought out every show, and with every sold-out show, Oli’s star rose higher – alongside the value of all his works.

Now and again a piece would be destroyed in a police raid, cops pulling it off the wall and tearing it out of its frame, looking for drugs or cash stashed behind the canvas. It never occurred to the police that the canvas was the contraband. But other than that it was impossible for a gangster – or a collector – to lose money on a Darling. And each time one switched hands on the secondary market, the money that had once been dirty got a little cleaner.

Here is where Anton has been keeping an important secret. One he hoped Oli would never find out about. From literally the day of Oli’s first success – that graduation exhibition – Oli’s career had been made not through rogue talent but a fairly straightforward pyramid scheme. The mechanism was all Anton; the artist could have been anyone.


In those early days Anton was guided by Gemma, who accompanied him as he scouted galleries and student exhibitions, looking for other work that might break out. They made a strange sight, the pair of them: the lumpy, balding drug dealer and the shy girl. By the time they parted ways, more or less on good terms, he had found a rhythm and knew how to spot a winner by himself.

And of course, it didn’t really matter – the works he invested in became winners by default. He was known as the agent who had discovered Oli Darling, so his investment in a new artist was enough to mint entire careers. The accepted wisdom was that Oli was safe as houses, and Anton, in turn, earned a reputation as a tastemaker. Before long he gave up on drug dealing to concentrate exclusively on representing artists, Oli of course first among them, and his favourite.

Oli never asked many questions. Would someone else, handed that sort of privilege, examine it? I don’t know. All I can say for certain is that Oli didn’t. He just handed work over to Anton as he finished it, took the cash, and turned up to the parties. He sold out every show and never wondered where the money came from. The commercial machine powered itself.

Anton worked the room at every opening and gallery floor with his brisk, cool handshake, giving no clue to the man who’d sloped through his twenties in designer tracksuits. At thirty, he’d removed his FUBU beanie to reveal a smooth dome, suntanned and clean-shaven, under which thick square statement glasses punctuated an otherwise unremarkable face. The eyes behind them were moist and unblinking, the lips dry and thin, a thick, muscular neck and torso honed by an efficient gym routine that had all but forgotten the legs, so that the pillars holding up his considerable weight seemed likely to give way at any moment.


A twist: the unremarkable man cooking the books had been the real artist all along. A force greater than Oli had been at work, something divine in its provenance; a host of angels really were flittering about his head sprinkling him with fortune beyond measure; his seraphim were a loose conglomerate of pump-and-dump money launderers.

But never mind – soon the waiting list for Oli’s work was far longer than any one artist could deliver in a lifetime, and Anton drove up demand further by carefully restricting who was allowed to buy them. It was not first come first serve, or even who offered the most money. Anton didn’t ‘sell’ Oli’s artworks, he ‘placed’ them with the correct buyer. If someone like the Money wanted to buy a Darling, she could do so only after it had made its proper route through Anton’s preferred clientele.

It turns out this has been a very different story after all. Yes, riches to rags to riches again, Oli flying higher and higher, but he has failed to notice the wind, so to speak, beneath his wings. All along this has been the fallout of a criminal caper. But Oli has no idea. Who can blame him? What man, delivered into privilege and power, ever thinks to question how it was bestowed on him, or what had to be done to whom to bring it about? What fortune was ever built without a little crime? Show me a gold brick without a few teeth-marks in it.

This all sounds cynical when, really, it’s time for pity. For our poor Icarus, his wings drooping as the disinfecting sunlight begins to shine on current events. And perhaps more so for our Daedalus, father of flight, brought down by his own invention. Because back in the present, in Anton’s office, Medici’s men are beating Anton with what is, if you had to describe it, torrential violence.











Chapter Fifty-Seven




Oli can’t see what is happening – he’s been knocked to the floor, facing a wall – but he can hear it in granular detail. Just a few feet away: the sharp crack of fist on flesh, Blundstones on ribs.

The cold metal pressed against the back of his neck is a new sensation, but he finds he can recognise it as a shotgun purely through Proustian recall. It’s been decades since he’s seen one, but the smell of oiled metal brings back flashes of sick animals being snuffed out in the cattle yard. The memory remains undimmed by time, exactly as visceral as it was to Oli as a child. So, too, is the meaning of the shotgun. Although this is a different year, location, operator, and almost certainly a different gun, it has only one job, and will do it reliably.

The sensation is discombobulating, lending a patina of unreality to what is a farcical scene, one he knows from a hundred terrible movies. This moment is like an echo of a sensation he thought he’d already experienced – like trying real wasabi for the first time after a lifetime of the packet stuff and finding it all a little too spicy.

Oli has always considered himself the sort of man who would rise to the occasion if required to – a pacifist by choice, motivated by moral strength rather than cowardice. But no, in the defining moment, he finds he is not brave after all. He surrenders, remains inert on the floor, trembling a little, an undignified dampness pooling beneath him.

Soon enough the ruckus subsides and the noise of Anton being beaten stops. Now the only sound is Medici wheezing as he tries to catch his breath.

‘Jesus. Not as young as I used to be,’ he moans. Then, ‘Hold the fuck on there, pal.’

This bit is directed to Oli, who has raised his head incrementally to try and orient himself, gaining only a view of the lowest rung of the gallery wall. It’s one of his works, an early self-portrait, done in vivid pastels, before he’d properly developed his signature Darlingian impasto style. He’d never liked that painting. It was the product of a long, uninspired slog in the studio. The eyes are sallow, exhausted. It is, he realises, lazy and derivative of Bacon, Basquiat, a thousand better artists.

It’s from the trove of works that Anton had bought in bulk back at the beginning of their arrangement but never seemed to be able to place. Instead it had remained here in Anton’s office, waiting for its fate to make itself known.

Oli turns his head away – he still has agency, and the last thing he sees will not be his own phoned-in work. Medici has moved across the room so that his feet are inches from Oli’s nose. He is going to be murdered, he realises, by a man wearing a chef’s closed-toe Birkenstocks.


‘You can’t do this,’ Oli grunts, through gritted teeth.

‘That’s an outrageous fucking fib, mate,’ Medici says. ‘I’m clearly right in the middle of doing this.’

He squats to grab a handful of Oli’s hair and yanks him up to his knees so they’re more or less at eye level.

‘You’re a hard man to get a hold of, Oli Darling.’ Medici smiles sadly. ‘Why have you been avoiding me, pal?’

‘I haven’t been,’ Oli protests. As always when confronted with a tricky question, Oli is deflecting. ‘I’ve been busy.’

‘Alright then. Tell me about it.’ Medici lets go of Oli’s hair and helps him to his feet. ‘We’re all ears.’

So Oli launches into his story. How he got to this part, the random ping-ponging across the country, the workshops in backwater schools and community halls. As he goes, the gangster’s frown deepens in severity and incredulity. Oli realises how silly it seems. Why, if his goal was to find a way back into public life, was he visiting regional bakeries? Why was he going to fancy parties? He’s only just up to the bit of the story where they’re sitting down to eat at the Money’s luncheon when Medici interrupts to do some table setting of his own.

‘Oli, don’t take this the wrong way,’ he says, ‘but are you thick? Does any of that sound like a good use of your time in the middle of a PR crisis? Or does that sound like Anton sending you away and giving you busywork so you don’t bother the grown-ups? It seems to me, Oli, that our mutual friend here,’ Medici gives Anton a playful boot in the ribs, ‘didn’t want me to have a difficult conversation with you.’

Anton groans and rolls away. Oli gasps – at the violence inflicted on his friend, and because he now understands the reason for his journey, the pointless trip designed to keep him away from Sydney, away from this man who wants his money.

‘I can get you your money,’ Oli says. ‘There’s no reason for any of this. What do I owe you, like, an ounce of rack? Two?’

‘Oh Oli, pal.’ Medici shakes his head sadly. ‘It’s a lot worse than that.’

Oli is about to have to make some dramatic adjustments to his worldview. His story, which has always seemed to him to be a rudderless, drifting, comical sort of a thing, is not what he thought it was. There are suddenly gangsters and intrigue. It really is a matter of life and death.

Medici gives him the plot points. All the important ones that Oli has been missing until now – the maths behind his miraculous rise, the logistical problems presented by his fall. The moment Oli had tanked his career, all the money Medici had invested in Oli – money Oli has already spent – was forfeit. Once the value of his works collapsed, there was no longer a market of clean money for the gangsters to sell them into, leaving them out of pocket.

‘Anton.’ Oli blinks, trying to digest this all. ‘None of this is true, right?’

Anton doesn’t answer. He cannot, given the state of his body. His jibes, his japes – they are elsewhere, scattered to the wind, like his teeth across the floor of the office.

‘The thing is, Oli, I’ve been collecting your art forever. We all have.’ Medici gestures now at the assembled gangsters and an appreciative murmur ripples through the group. They gather in a loose semi-circle around Oli to admire the paintings on the gallery wall.

‘At some point, I’ve owned nearly everything you’ve done. Bought Spilled Milk at your first ever show – let it go for a song. Should have hung on to that one. Wasn’t sure about all the pink at first, but it really grew on me.’

Medici walks to the gallery wall, leans in, face hovering a few inches away from the images. He points to the study for the Magpie triptych, an impressionist black splash cut through with lines of startling white. ‘What’s this supposed to be?’

‘It’s . . . um . . . it’s a magpie,’ Oli says, more confused now than afraid. The artist is trembling. With fear, but a little excitement too. He might be about to die, but at least right now he is being flattered.

‘Oh yeah, I see it now. Don’t like magpies. I’ve got one in a tree in the front yard and every time I go to the mailbox it swoops me on the back of the head. Don’t know why. Fucking inscrutable little bastard. Suppose it’s instinct.’ Medici shrugs and turns back to Oli, and the matter at hand. ‘What I’m saying, Oli, is that I’m your biggest fan. I really am. But still, I need my money. What you owe me, what Anton owes.’

‘Okay, but see, the thing about money is that I don’t have any of it. It’s actually my biggest problem.’

‘Second biggest. Because in that case I’m going to have to gut you like a fish.’

‘Honestly?’ Even now, Oli is not used to being contradicted. ‘I don’t see how that helps you get your money.’

‘Supply and demand, pal. When an artist dies, it’s great for the market. Cuts off supply – makes for a finite oeuvre. You’d become a true collector’s item, and it would open it all up for proper speculation. Honestly, if you’d topped yourself the night you got cancelled, it would have helped us all out. Really, I should have had you knocked off years ago. No offence. But death makes you a lot of money. Death makes you a star. Andy Warhol said that. Final words. What are your final words going to be?’

‘You can’t just go around killing people.’

‘Pretty fucking lame as final words go. Unoriginal. You’re no Oscar Wilde, pal, you know that? And besides, sure I can. I do it all the time. Let you in on a secret? With a decent commercial kitchen, you can disappear a body in, like, a night. Night and a half, tops. Strip the meat – not that there’s a lot on you – grind your bones, make the bread, all that. But first, so you know I’m not fucking around, I’m gonna go ahead and kill your friend here.’

He explains all this in even tones, occasionally putting the boot into Anton in a leisurely fashion. Each time he does, Anton grows a little stiller.

‘But if I can get you the money, you’ll leave Anton alone?’

‘Bingo.’

‘Fine, anything. How much?’

Medici names a figure, and now it’s Oli’s turn to frown thoughtfully at his downed agent. A very long moment passes, with no sound in the room but delighted purring from Kalashnikov, who, unable to read the room, begins twining between Medici’s feet.

After several minutes, the gangster gently prompts him. ‘Oli?’

‘I’m thinking,’ snaps Oli. ‘It’s just . . . a lot of . . . What are the other options?’

‘There are none.’ Medici shakes his head. He’s an employer, he has staff to pay, never mind his own kids to feed. There is nothing as important as family. Oli gets it, right? They are all just gears in an economy, and without each spinning in turn, the whole enterprise will collapse and Medici will have to murder someone.


Under threat, Oli’s instinct, as always, is to boast. ‘I’m writing a memoir. They’ll pay me for it.’

‘How much?’

Oli tells him.

‘Really?’ Medici winces in sympathy, the way one does watching a footy player get maimed in a tackle. ‘I’d always thought books paid better than that.’

‘I know, right?’

‘Fuck me, pal. That’s dire.’ Medici thinks for a moment. After conferring in a low voice with his colleagues, he comes back to Oli with an offer. He’ll give him a couple of weeks, long enough to finish the manuscript and collect the rest of the advance from the publisher, which Medici will accept as the first payment on Oli and Anton’s debt.

‘In the meantime, I’m gonna get to work on this one with a paring knife. You’re not going to want to watch. Boys, take Oli for a drive.’

Suddenly, Oli is blind. From behind, one of the thugs has seized the collar of his jacket and pulled it up and over his shoulders, arms flailing helplessly overhead as he is frog-marched into the boot of a waiting Holden sedan.

It’s an undignified way to be taken to one’s execution. Oli understands from the dread euphemism ‘to be taken for a drive’ that, like the faithful but failing hound that ‘goes to live on a farm’, he will be taken into the woods, dispatched, and left to die in an unremarkable ditch. He may as well have stayed in Canberra.











Chapter Fifty-Eight




Being transported in the boot of a car turns out to be, like fistfights and lovemaking, something that movies misrepresent as glamorous and straightforward. For Oli, not a compact man to begin with before being pretzelled in his coat, the situation is a logistical nightmare as well as the more quotidian kind. With limbs and extremities stacked at all angles, he lies, packed too tightly, a little damp, like a poorly made campfire.

Although in truth he’s never been able to build a fire properly. The patience it takes to slowly fan a spark into a flame – that sort of rugged ingenuity is not something his temperament is suited to. He would not survive in the bush, and will not now.

He is hyperventilating. How long he has been in the boot, he doesn’t know. Surely they are out of the city by now, probably climbing up into the Blue Mountains, where he will be buried under a gumtree and spend the rest of his days haunting the eerie woods that have inspired so many mediocre watercolours. Surely that is fitting eternal punishment for his sins. Of course, this will be his own personal torment. Of course, to get to hell, you have to drive through Katoomba.

He begins to thrash about in the manner of a flathead trying to escape the hook. Right at the hinge of either freeing his arm or wrenching it forever from its socket, he manages to slip a hand into his coat pocket and retrieve his phone. But now what? Who will he call? Not Anton, he’s out of commission. Not the police, now that he’s implicated in a money-laundering syndicate. Besides, Oli is forever finding a forgotten bag of pills in his jeans; he cannot pull out his Medicare card at the doctor’s office without it showering the receptionist with a festive confetti of powder from a long-forgotten bender. No, the police would only find some other way to destroy him, even as they rescue him.

The car, which has been in constant motion since his capture, now slows. The engine idles, and Oli’s heart seizes. They are here, in the bush. Will they hurt him first? What if they decide to torture him to extract secrets? Then what will he do? He has no secrets that he did not long ago distribute through press releases to the weekend papers.

Perhaps they will make him dig his own grave before climbing into it? The thought makes him whimper. He has neither the inner resources nor the cardiovascular fitness that would require. In the end it really would be the cigarettes that killed him, but only by ricochet.

A silent tear rolls down his cheek in the dark and he strains to listen for clues as to where they have taken him. All he can hear is the radio, which the gangsters have turned all the way up. The song is Cold Chisel’s ‘Flame Trees’; it’s just got to the part where the narrator needs to choose the happy hour at one of two hotels.


The boot springs open and the glare of sunset blinds our weary artist. Somehow, Chisel has dislodged something deep in his soul, a previously undiscovered well of primordial courage. His fists curl into hammers, every callus from years in the studio sharpened by rage into deadly weapons. He leaps from the car roaring and swinging.

His punch doesn’t connect, his fist whistling through empty air. He spins, disoriented, but finds his feet. His eyes adjust. He is on the streets of Sydney, outside one of two hotels on the five-way intersection near Anton’s office.

He will not die today after all. Medici’s order to take Oli ‘for a drive’ appears to have been meant literally. They’ve taken him around the block a few times and deposited him back where he started. They have not even climbed out to free him, just hit the remote release for the boot, liberating him the way one invites a bellhop to retrieve a bag of golf clubs.

One of them calls cheerily out the window. ‘Get the money, mate. You’ve got two weeks. If you’re not good by then, we’ll cut your balls off.’

The car moves forward, then abruptly brakes and reverses, so that the gangster at the wheel can lean out to address Oli again.

‘This isn’t a hate crime, by the way,’ the gangster assures him. ‘It’s just ordinary. I voted “yes” in the plebiscite. Just so you know.’

Then they drive away, cranking up the Chisel again. The song is up to the best bit, when the young auto worker finds himself at his own crossroads. The car roars off before the bridge can crest and drop into the glory of the chorus. It’s a shame. I love that song.

Oli glances around, gets his bearings. He is right outside Anton’s office. A couple dining at an outdoor table of a terrace cafe watch him closely, having seen him clamber from the boot. This is Sydney, after all – the couple have just paid sixty-two dollars for tinned sardines on a crouton – and the threshold of what is or is not reasonable is highly subjective.

Oli stares up at Anton’s office, wringing his hands. He has a chance now to disappear, go home, liquidate whatever assets he can and run. Just drop off the page and start a new life somewhere else. Or he can stay and fight his corner, defend his honour, somehow find the money and save Anton from the mess they are in.

Most immediately, who knows what they’re doing to poor Anton in there right now while Oli prevaricates. A conundrum. Oli is not a violent man. Although he has told many stories hinting at a brutal, troubled past, he has never actually been in a fight. If called upon to defend his life, he feels he would die from the imposition, but – and this is a rude realisation for Oli so late in his own story – it is not just his own life that hangs in the balance.

Rescuing someone from the clutches of a violent cartel is exactly the sort of thing Oli would normally rely on Anton to handle. By serving Oli with his succulent life, and at the same time shielding him from the appalling truth of how the sausage was made, Anton has done Oli a disservice. That our hero has reached middle age with this lack of utility, lack of courage, is entirely the fault of Anton’s coddling.

And Oli, realising this, grows furious. Why would Anton lie to him all these years? Did he not trust him? Were they not everything to each other? Bonded in friendship as well as business?

Oli feels he deserves answers. And if Anton perishes, he will never get them. Part of Oli wants to murder Anton for all of this himself, but nonetheless, here he is, charging into Anton’s office to rescue his friend.


The office, of course, is empty. Now he understands why he was driven around in circles, like an overtired baby lulled to sleep: the office has been gutted – the art stripped from the walls and smashed from the frames, the furniture overturned. The more valuable canvases have been looted, the rest torn into scraps. The magpie swooped upon.

He pokes through the remnants until he retrieves the pastel self-portrait that once hung at the bottom of the gallery wall. It has been ruined by the bloody imprint of an orthopaedic shoe.

Oli holds the ragged work gingerly by the corner. He mourns its destruction, then is briefly excited by the possibility that he could platform the work as it is – a sort of found-art hybrid. (A statement on blood-borne viruses? On patriarchal violence? Perhaps this is what toxic masculity looks like?) But he abandons the thought, exhaling sharply and letting his image flutter to the floor. The artwork cannot be saved – none of them can be saved – without Anton.











Chapter Fifty-Nine




With his heart hammering against his ribcage, Oli inches up the spiral staircase that leads from Anton’s office to his living quarters. He winces each time the wrought iron creaks under his weight, until he stands at the threshold of Anton’s studio apartment. The room before him is gloomy, the air stale. Oli’s hand slides down the wall until it finds a light switch, which moves with a satisfying click but is otherwise futile – the room remains sunken in darkness.

Oli pulls out his phone and switches on the torch.

‘Anton?’ he calls out. ‘Mate?’

The torch briefly reveals a tableau of further wreckage, then something moves in the gloom and Oli startles, dropping his phone. He hears the tempered glass of the device shatter, and the light goes out completely.

‘Oh,’ he moans.

Within the darkness, something moans back. A low growl.


Calamity. What can he possibly do? The room might be full of assassins, monsters, eldritch horrors. His singular desire is to run, but Anton could be only centimetres away from him, badly hurt. At a loss, he squats, then drops into a kind of a crouch, trying to make himself as small a target as possible. With his hands splayed in front of him like two spiders skittering over the floor, he feels his way into the darkness.

His imagination runs away with him. Surely in a moment his fingers will find something unreasonable and horrific – ice-dead flesh or hot spilled blood. What will he possibly do if he comes across the mangled corpse of his oldest friend, mashed into a sticky Pollock across the floor?

Suddenly something brushes his hand. He scrabbles away.

In his panic, as though guided there by providence, his fingers close over a cigarette lighter. He flicks it open to re-illuminate the scene.

Anton’s apartment, like his office downstairs, is completely destroyed. All the drawers tossed, the futon mattress slashed open and its fibres strewn about. And, sitting in the middle of the scene, calmly cleaning her paw with her tongue, is Kalashnikov.

‘You,’ hisses Oli.

The cat, delighted, rushes over for a smooch. Oli pushes her aside and begins a search of the room.

Beyond the wreckage of his private life, there is no sign of Anton. The floor is a potpourri of shredded clothes and couch cushions. The subtle pine filing cabinets where he kept records of his sales have been tossed and lie in splinters around the room. Apart from that, nothing that belonged to Anton is there. All his devices are missing – his computer, his phones. Just that cat remains, purring maniacally.


Oli’s hope fails him. His friend is long gone, he will never see him again – Anton would never have left Kalashnikov behind.

He sobs quietly in the dark for a moment as Kalashnikov purrs and headbutts his shins. He kicks the animal away gently and, affronted, she trots off downstairs.

Oli, as in a children’s story, follows.

The cat leads him back to Anton’s writing desk, now lying on its side, the drawers emptied out. Kalashnikov starts rubbing her face against the bottom drawer, then turns and makes meaningful eye contact with Oli. She makes a soft, trilling mew, then uses a paw to bat at the back of the drawer. Oli recognises this behaviour – the cat is hungry. He remembers Anton fishing liver treats from a bag in that drawer.

‘Meow,’ Kalashnikov says.

‘You dumb cat.’ Oli snuffles. ‘There’s no food in there for you. You’re an orphan now. Fend for yourself.’

‘Meow!’ says Kalashnikov, rubbing her face on the empty drawer again. An idea strikes Oli, sudden inspiration the likes of which he hasn’t had for decades, and he leaps after it, scrambling across the floor. Oli reaches inside the bottom drawer, searches carefully with his fingers. The little bag of Kalashnikov’s treats is nowhere to be found, but the cat insists he search again. Oli centres himself, takes a deep breath, and runs his hand along the drawer, to where Kalashnikov has been trying to guide him: a mechanism that springs open a secret compartment in the depths of the desk.

There is, just when he thought his story had reached its nadir, a false bottom, jarred loose and somehow missed by the gangsters. Inside, Oli finds the prized bag of liver treats, and a leather-bound ledger neatly detailing Anton’s business dealings – including a global money-laundering syndicate.


As he goes to leave, Kalashnikov trots after him, weaving between his legs, drooling a little from happiness.

‘No!’ Oli scolds her. ‘I don’t like you. Go away!’

Kalashnikov demurs. She follows Oli out the door and to the street, where she flattens herself, an inside cat under the open sky. She is overwhelmed, unable to process this new reality. Oli stops and turns, and something in him cracks a little – he is thinking of lambs and crows, angels and agonies. Of the danger he is in, the friend he may never see again and the only legacy he leaves behind, now that his plans for Oli have come undone.

Oli holds his arms out to the cat, who leaps up into them and purrs.











Chapter Sixty




The studio is quiet. Oli stands before a canvas, tears streaming down his face. He cries not for the work of art – which is unremarkable and unfinished, just a few angry slashes of colour – but because of the phone call he will have to make. It will mean he has to apologise, and that is causing something like anaphylaxis.

A precious day has passed since Anton vanished. Oli has spent it trying to chart a course out of his nightmare, poring over Anton’s ledger, in which are recorded the details of all the artworks Oli has ever produced, tracking who they were sold to, when, and for how much. It charts each painting’s progress from dumping grounds for criminal money to the collections of the criminally rich.

He is convinced that within these pages is a solution, a clue as to where he should go, who he can talk to in order to escape the seemingly inevitable. He is correct – the answer is right there, he’s run his finger over the exact page he needs to look at again and again. But Oli has no head for numbers.


At a loose end, that morning Oli had called the only person he knew would answer his calls, who was still obliged to talk to him. Whose salvation was bound up with his own.

‘So,’ Oli had said when the Ghost picked up the phone. ‘About your book. Maybe it’s not so bad. We can probably fix it, is what I’m thinking.’

‘Right.’ There was a level pause while the Ghost gathered her thoughts. ‘Before I commit to anything, could you do something for me?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Go fuck yourself, would you? If you need a dollar, go paint something.’

The Ghost had hung up, leaving Oli incredulous. She was asking the impossible. If he could paint, he would not need her and her terrible book in the first place. To win her back to his cause, Oli will have to do something he has never done outside of a romantic scenario. He will have to swallow his pride.

He has delayed the call as long as he possibly can, tried every other solution. He thought perhaps the urgency of the situation would inspire him to create a great new work, was convinced of it right until he stood before the canvas and realised that he had nothing in the tank. He cannot paint himself out of this corner.

His fame is a chimera, an unwieldy beast sewn together by mad surgeons all working at cross purposes to make a little money. Now that he knows that, his blind self-belief is gone, his delusion dispelled. He always felt like an imposter, but it’s a new feeling to have that confirmed.

And besides, there is Kalashnikov. It is impossible to work with a cat in the house. A temperamental little beast who will scream with existential despair the second she senses Oli’s attention slipping into the strange, liminal space in which it is possible to create. To be an artist, one has to hover over the surface of everything, existing in a more ephemeral dimension, reaching across the border between worlds to will something into existence.

The poet John Keats called this skill negative capability – the ability to hold two conflicting ideas of reality at the same time, and, through perseverance and intuition, forge a union between them. But Keats did not live with Kalashnikov. Who ever thought it was a good idea to have a cat as a roommate? What horrible little creatures for us to invite into our homes, to shred our furniture and our dignity, to lick our faces with their abrasive affections. Such disagreeable creatures that to make a case for themselves as a pet they must infect you with a deranging brain parasite.

Aristotle once cut off the sleeve of his robe rather than disturb the cat asleep on it. Madness. Picasso was right about them. In all of art history, Picasso is the only one who came close to painting them as they really are – vicious, deranged, demonic things, all angles and blades and bristling and screaming.

Oli, too, is screaming. But only in his heart. Outwardly, he purrs, he bargains, he pleads down the phone to the Ghost’s voicemail. She is screening his calls, but she is resigned to the fact that she, too, is trapped by the book.

Her phone rings, and rings, and she knows that eventually, against her better judgement, she will pick it up. Just as she knows that Oli will be tactful, a little tearful, apologetic, and want to get back to work.

What else can our poor Ghost do? This is not what she expected her career to be – when she was a bright-eyed naïf shipping herself off to art school, this had not been on the cards. She was so sure she was going to be the one from her class who would make it, finding fame and fortune. Or if not that, happiness. Everyone was so sure they were the outlier, the spark, the genius. Everyone was wrong. Now, so many of the things she dreamt are no longer even in reach. One can only wait tables, or fold jeans, or steer a desk at a call centre for so many winters before being able to afford to switch on the heater becomes a higher priority than artistic fulfilment.

A dystopian existence has crept up on her so slowly, she never noticed it happening. The work does not pay well – barely enough to cover the rent – but it’s the work she is able to get, and so here she is. Is she furious to hear from Oli? Yes, naturally. But she is also delighted to hear the raw desperation in his voice. She, too, is desperate. Oli’s tantrum about her manuscript put her in breach of contract with the publisher, just like him. She, too, is in bottomless debt. And, worse, after the first payment on the book she had quit all her temp jobs in a fever of hubris.

But the publisher has told her that if she can provide them with another draft, one Oli has signed off on, they can still get the book out on time. And now, out of the blue, Oli is on the phone, needing a favour.

She strings Oli along a little, initially declining his offer of travel from Melbourne to Sydney, a stay in his house, the promise of sunshine, fresh air and good food. Oli is convincingly contrite, but not as persuasive as the bleak reality of her apartment, with its hard-rubbish couch, the Ikea bookshelf repurposed as a TV stand, her little collection of paints and brushes packed away into a plastic tub to avoid conflict with her housemate. The decision was made by the décor long before she voiced it.

‘Okay,’ says the Ghost. ‘I’ll give you two weeks.’


She flies up that weekend, on a budget airline that somehow denudes her suitcase of its wheels on what is barely an hour-long flight, making it all the more difficult to drag through the series of frugal trains and buses that takes her to the door of Oli’s cliffside mansion.

She raps the heavy brass knocker a few times. When nothing eventuates, she locates a plastic doorbell that beeps a cheerful melody and summons Oli up the obscene length of his entry hall. When he opens the door to reveal the expanse of marble inside, she is incensed at his crying poor when the bill arrived at the end of their last meeting.

The Ghost does her best to remain po-faced and stone-hearted, but is discombobulated when Kalashnikov runs up to greet her with a little trill of joy. She scoops her up and buries her face in the cat’s fur, dismayed to find her fury neatly circumvented.

‘You never told me you had a cat,’ she mumbles into Kalashnikov’s belly.

‘She’s not my cat,’ Oli says wearily. ‘She just lives here.’











Chapter Sixty-One




They have two weeks. Enough time for the days to take on a rhythm. They chat in his studio, surrounded by the ruins of Oli’s career. When properly wound up, he will talk for ages without a break, running through what he thought were the facts of his life, then fall silent to rethink them in the light of recent revelations. In those moments the only sound is the Ghost’s pen scratching in her notebook, and Kalashnikov writhing about on the floor trying to get her tummy scratched.

Oli is surprised to find that he is happy. Unexpectedly, towards the pointy end of our adventure, something unprecedented is happening. It might be that he is maturing. Possibly the rigid, relentless intimacy of conversations with the Ghost are unlocking previously unplumbed depths. Whatever has happened, Oli is falling in love. With Kalashnikov. When the cat rubs her face urgently against Oli’s leg, he no longer nudges her away with a gentle kick but instead picks her up and puts her on his lap.


On sunny afternoons, the Ghost and Oli move outside and sit in lawn chairs, staring each other down from behind mirrored shades while Kalashnikov chases butterflies around the overgrown garden. Once in a while she will jump up into the birdbath to lap at the water and lower her little belly into the filthy water like an old man sinking contentedly into a spa. When they’re done, Kalashnikov follows them inside, her fur matted with mud that she smears over every surface she can reach with ecstatic little leaps from table to carpet to bed.

Less than a week after Anton vanished, and Oli has given up trying to keep Kalashnikov from ruining his home. Instead, he makes a compromise. The Ghost shows him that if he lays out a square piece of fabric – a towel, a folded sheet – Kalashnikov will be drawn to it as if by hypnotism and go quietly to sleep on it.

With the uneasy truce holding, Oli, too, begins to chill out. When he lays out a crisp newspaper to enjoy over breakfast and returns to find Kalashnikov asleep on it, he quietly moves his breakfast to another seat. Each morning, after the cat has eaten, she trots onto a Persian rug and fastidiously bathes, stretches out her paws, elongating herself along the precious weave, and then methodically shreds it. Oli only smiles in magnanimous solidarity. Kalashnikov complains all day but is worried about nothing, and in her company Oli learns to worry less. It could be that in this fickle, fussy creature, Oli sees a mirror; she leaps and struts through the obstacle course of Oli’s adoration.

It’s a shame that it is only now, so late in the scheme of things, that Oli decides he quite likes cats. Things might have been very different if he’d found someone to care about earlier.

He is still ambivalent about the Ghost, and she about him, but the work is getting done.


‘Doesn’t this seem weird to you?’ the Ghost asks one night, about a week into the process, into the uncomfortable silence following a great deal of soul-searching. Oli, in his kimono, reclining on one elbow, balancing Kalashnikov and a glass of Merlot on his lap, is nonplussed.

‘Weird how?’

‘That we’re sitting here doing this with everything that’s going on?’

‘What else can we do?’ Between them, they share one prospect. If they can finish a version of the book Oli can bear, they can each collect their fee from the publisher. After that Oli will have enough money to buy Anton’s freedom, and then his friend can sort out the rest. Medici has given him a number to call when he has the money. There is a week left until the deadline, after which it will be too late for Anton, and Oli himself can expect a visit from Medici.

‘But Oli . . .’ The Ghost picks her words carefully. ‘How do you know this gangster is good for his word? Where do you think he’s keeping Anton? How do you know he’s even alive?’

‘He’s alive,’ Oli says firmly. ‘I know he is. I can feel it. So I’m going to save him. Because he’d do the same for me.’

‘Would he, though? How well do you really know him?’

‘He’s my best friend,’ Oli says firmly. ‘How well do you know him?’

‘I used to know him very well,’ the Ghost says softly. ‘Then we fell out of touch.’

‘Until he asked you to write my book.’

‘I don’t know if you remember this, Oli,’ the Ghost finally admits, ‘but we’ve met before.’


‘Oh, right?’ Oli snaps to attention and Kalashnikov startles, sinking her claws into his kimono. ‘When was that?’

‘We’ve actually met a few times. We went to art school together. I was at your graduation exhibition. That was my first show too.’

‘No shit? Why didn’t you say anything?’

‘Honestly? At first I thought you remembered me. And then it was too awkward. I mean, it’s weird, right?’

‘I’m sorry.’ Oli seems genuinely taken aback. ‘Were we mates?’

‘Not exactly. But I was friends with Anton. Actually, we used to live together. I mean, we used to be together.’

‘Oh. Oh . . .’ Oli digests this news the way a python does a water buffalo. There’s a long silence. And then, ‘So that’s why you’re my ghostwriter.’

‘Yes.’

‘And that’s why you didn’t tell me.’

‘Yes.’

Oli is a dab hand at pointillism but always slow to join the dots.

‘I guess he trusted me with the whole . . . situation. He knows I can keep a secret.’

‘Well, look, if he trusts you, I guess I trust you.’

‘Oli . . .’ The Ghost – which is to say, Gemma O’Kier, frustrated artist turned ghostwriter – weighs up her words before continuing. ‘Have you thought this through? You could just run. You could get in your car and drive off. Anton might be dead already. Even if he’s not, I’m not sure there’s going to be a happy ending here.’

‘No.’ Oli sets his jaw against a lash of sudden, unexpected sorrow. He won’t abandon his friend. Even if he could disappear somewhere, change his name, start a new life, how could he call that living?

It would mean all that he’s done, all he’s sacrificed, the years and the people and the dignity, it all would have been for nothing. It would mean that Rio died not because of Oli’s carelessness, his callousness, his blind ambition and scalding greed, but for no reason at all. It would mean that Anton would fall as a pawn in his own overambitious gambit.

Also, Anton is Oli’s best hope. The only way he can see to bring back the image the public once had of him. Because what would be the point of survival if Oli’s legacy died before him?

‘Tell you what: never let your dreams come true,’ he says bitterly. ‘Because then one day you’ll know what it’s like to have them taken away from you. You should write that down.’

‘I’m not going to put that in the book,’ she says.

‘I traded it off, you know? Family, kids, all that normie shit that’s supposed to make you happy. Because I thought the work was enough. But what if it’s not? What’s the point if the work doesn’t matter more than anything else? Medici was right – it’d be better for everyone if I just went down the end of the garden and threw myself off the cliff.’

Oli raises his wine glass for a sip. He hadn’t noticed it emptying, and now gently removes Kalashnikov from his lap and fetches another bottle.

Gemma finds the key to their productivity is to knock Oli out before he can do significant damage to either the manuscript or himself. Their most productive hours are after dinner, when he is mellow and talkative, but before drink makes him sloppy and maudlin. Then, like a babysitter handing out jellybeans, she opens her crinkling blister pack of sleeping pills and tips one into Oli’s palm to fly him to his rest.

The pills are fine, most of the time. If he takes them like it says on the packet, swallowed when he’s already in bed, he is out like a light. He wakes up refreshed and full of life, after a peaceful night snuggled up on his side, one arm slung unconsciously over Kalashnikov, who curls into a pillowy crescent moon next to him. She is absolutely forbidden from sleeping on the bed, but happily for them both, neither of them can follow instructions.

The trouble is, Oli rarely takes the pills in bed, preferring to take them with his nightcap. This is a glass of whiskey with ice that he prowls around the house with, or sips while watching movies, or something else to distract himself long enough for the ice to melt and water the drink down to the point where it needs more whiskey, which will then need more ice, and so on, and so on. At which point the dissociative side-effects of the pill – beloved by athletes and other nerds – kick in and he spends the hours wandering in a hallucinatory fugue.

One night he sleepwalks into a twilight world and roams the house until morning like a zombie. Gemma stumbles into the kitchen for coffee and finds him sitting in his underwear at the garden table, staring with unseeing eyes out over the void of the ocean cliff, eating cornflakes. It is an unusually chill morning, a bitter breeze slowly stripping away the fog that has rolled out across the Pacific Ocean. He only wakes when she puts a hand on his shoulder and he cries out, startled.

Days like that are lost, wasted and regretted, but there are good days too. Over time, the real story takes shape. Not the one she had pieced together from what were, ultimately, stump speeches Anton had written for Oli to perform.


He talks about art as he really sees it, his childhood. He tells her all about Anton, his rise and the day it all fell apart. He talks about the insult of the Money dumping his painting on the market, the boy in the picture and the farms they grew up on.

Truthfully, Gemma still fills in most of the story from things she finds around the house. There are letters, prizes, commendations, reviews she didn’t have access to in her initial research. Of course Oli has kept only the glowing ones – the rest are absent from the record. Sun-faded catalogues, brochures, lanyards. Other useless flotsam and nonsense.

‘Whatever you need, take it, I don’t care. I don’t even want to read the fucking thing. Let’s just get it done.’

Gemma combs through his archives. She finds a scrapbook, press clippings and flyers going back to his first exhibition – their first exhibition – all those years ago. Different articles all use the same headshot, a new one every few years, as he grows from a skinny young punk into his ragged, relaxed look.

A pamphlet for a recent show includes a short biography – two paragraphs neatly outlining Oli’s achievements, awards and milestones in reverse order (chronological and prestige). This is not accurate documentary evidence. This ephemera doesn’t depict the chaotic way the years have tumbled by, the milestones and formative events, all of which have eroded and risen in his esteem, the way a mountain range shifts with the grumbling of the tectonic plates below.

How he reached this age is a mystery. Oli’s age, the actual number, seems shocking to him. When his birthdate is required to fill out a form or recover a password he momentarily glimpses the vast horizon of the years between then and now.


It’s Anton who has kept such careful records all these years. Here is a press clipping, the full-page profile announcing Oli to the world back in 2008, his arms crossed, staring defiantly into the camera. Behind him, unobtrusive but unmistakable, is Daffo.

This painting, Gemma notices, keeps popping up, again and again, a little detail that will not rest. Why? Why does it keep announcing itself as important? A thematic subplot that joins past and future, body and soul.

‘Oli,’ she says, looking up from her research. ‘This painting of Rio Green, Daffo. Who owns it now?’

‘Search me.’ Oli throws up his hands unhappily. ‘Anton probably knows. It could be anywhere now.’

‘Well, not anywhere. It’s up for sale. You know that, right? Here in Sydney. It’s going up for auction in, like, a week. I looked it up when we started working together.’

‘Who cares?’ Oli sighs and shifts uncomfortably in his seat. His ignorance about the business side of things is something he has carefully cultivated over many years, with Anton’s encouragement. On these matters, mentally, he is out to lunch. Or more accurately, he is on holiday – embarked on a mental vacation, never to return. ‘Nobody’s going to buy the fucking thing.’

‘Oli, there’s a guarantee on it.’

‘You know I don’t know what that is.’

‘It means the auction house has agreed to buy it if nobody else does. It’s guaranteed to be worth a lot of money.’

‘So someone gets rich off me one last time. Good for them.’

‘Yes – but who?’ The Ghost sits bolt upright, her eyes wide with excitement. ‘Oli . . . Anton didn’t do anything by accident, right? The whole time I knew him, he always had a backup plan. He always made sure everything was insured. He had redundancies. By the time we broke up, he didn’t need me anymore.’

Oli looks at her, clueless.

‘Don’t you think there’s a good chance that he would have known you were going to fuck it all up? He would have planned for you screwing things up sooner or later.’

‘I dunno, Gemma. I guess maybe there’s something in his ledger?’

‘Anton’s ledger? You have it?’

Gemma, even at this stage, can be surprised that Oli has left out an important detail: Anton’s ledger, rescued from the hidden compartment in his ransacked office. Opening it, she finds records detailing the sale of every work of art he’s flipped over the years, and the value of Oli’s works once they made it out into the wider art market. Neat rows of profit and loss detailing the particulars of Oli’s rise and, in the most recent entries, his fall. Gemma, who pays more attention to things than our hero, can read the story that ledger tells. She was there for that very first sale of Daffo in the Melbourne gallery, after all, and finds it neatly captured here in Anton’s exacting hand.

Anton’s papers prove to be a more reliable resource on Oli than his memory, which is full of stories that are heavily redacted and, when closely examined, reveal themselves to be rutted and potholed, and when revisited, hastily patched. Oliver Darling is not a reliable narrator.

Working through Anton’s notes, she begins to trace the sale of Daffo through the years. From Anton to Medici, through the hands of one criminal franchisee after another. From there back to Anton, to the Money, and then abroad – Hong Kong and Dubai, a detour through Amsterdam, and finally to Switzerland, where she finds it is scheduled for auction in the coming days. And importantly, impossibly, it is also set to be auctioned again – in Sydney this time – only a few days after that.

Like a magic-eye painting slipping into focus, Gemma sees the pattern. She sees how Oli can win. It will involve, happily enough, him going on holiday.












PART FIVE























Chapter Sixty-Two




There are only so many ways to make a story work. Give your storyteller some facts, some basic building blocks, and try as they might to stack them in interesting ways, some things are inevitable. For instance, we will all end our stories with precisely the same conclusion: the undignified shuffling from this life. You, me, Oli.

Right now, as the facts stand, things look bad for Oli. But I hold out hope. Hope – that bug in our design that, like a mischievous, over-sugared child, rises again and again to turn the lights on. What looks to be a tragedy might veer into something else; Oli has been laid low, but he is ready to rise again. He is most comfortable in extremis, in flight. Yes, soaring figuratively too close to the heavens, but also, right now, factually airborne.

Our hero is on a plane, and he is having a wonderful time. Since Gemma resumed chipping away at his stonewalled memories, his moods, always unpredictable, have grown even more mercurial. Even before that – his explosion at the school camp lecture, the implosion of his career on TV. But since he boarded this plane, his humours have lifted from Kleinian blues and Kapoorian blacks to fizzing technicolour. Right now, his optimism is all-consuming – all Kusama. He is a jolly gleaming light shining in the demure dark of a Swiss airline cabin.

He wonders if something inside him has broken loose and is rattling around, causing mayhem in his already jerry-rigged psyche. Or, to be more accurate, I wonder this. To Oli it seems that his long-wounded spirit is finally starting to knit together. I think that possibly, as has been the case before, it’s the drugs.

Before leaving his home in Kalashnikov and Gemma’s care, he begged a packet of Stilnox off her. Oli could not recall ever being so grateful for anything as he was for that slender package of tablets, each a single serve of blissful oblivion.

Gemma, a lifelong insomniac, swears by these clinically tested, physician-prescribed sleeping potions. They do their job perfectly well – so long as you don’t mix them with alcohol. She assumed that Oli had learned his lesson in that regard. If she were there with him, she would remind him anyway. But Gemma is at Oli’s home, poring over papers in the archives, working late into the night, trying to undo the gordian knot of his life, while Oli takes his Stilnox with a double whiskey.

When he closes his eyes, he does not go down for the count. Rather, he stays awake, babbling cheerful nonsense to the traveller sitting next to him. The stranger is not terribly responsive, but Oli is not discouraged. This parasomniac version of Oli misreads the taciturn, blunt response of his travel companion as merely German.

No matter. Oli has always relied on the kindness of strangers, and this one is stoic in enduring Oli’s attention, from take-off in Singapore all the way to when the seatbelt lights flick on and the captain announces, in French, German and English, their descent into Zurich. That’s ample time for Oli to tell his story to his companion. All the particulars, all of the illuminating details that have recently come to light. He is on a mission, he explains. One last shot at redemption.

He has slipped, as is his habit, into soundbites. ‘I’ve come all the way from Australia,’ he says, blinking slowly, ‘to rescue my past and my future.’

In life, like in rugby – Oli has never shied away from a good sports metaphor, so let’s deploy one of his favourites now – sometimes the best route to the try line is a good solid dodge to the side. The world rewards a zag. Look at all the ridiculous creatures who have evolved in response to the absurd demands the world places on them. The turtles who only live in a very specific puddle in the Galapagos. The worms who live long, happy lives curled up next to a volcano at the bottom of the ocean. Perhaps Oli could be one of them?

But first, why is Oli – failed artist, pariah, bankrupt – flying to Zurich, one of the most expensive cities in the world? A place where, by some miracle of financial chicanery, every meal seems to cost exactly seventy-two Australian dollars, no matter the listed price in francs, no matter what he eats and drinks. Why does he endure it, this fool’s errand? The answer is easy. He has been offered absolution, a path forward.

As Oli has explained in great detail to his flight companion, he is on his way to procure an artwork currently held at the Geneva Freeport: seven beige warehouses and a grain silo surrounded by a chain-link fence, on the waterfront of an industrial zone a short tram ride from the city’s banks and expensive hotels. It doesn’t look like much, but it might be the most valuable storehouse of treasures in the world.

Switzerland, beloved by the wealthy for its breathtaking snow-capped mountains and opaque banking traditions, allows taxes to be suspended until goods reach their final destination. And under the rules of this freeport, objects can remain there, in untaxed limbo, theoretically forever. Accordingly, it has evolved into a legendary storage facility for the international elite. Treasures come and – safe from debtors, speculators, lawyers, police and other parasites – they do not leave. Anyone who wants to spirit their wealth away from the world can do so, from louche European aristocrats to American tech barons to Russian oligarchs. That used to mean gold, jewels, rare cars and wines. These days it means art.

Say you were a billionaire – newly minted, perhaps. An oligarch with boundless wealth but a harrowing personal life. Your rise has made you enemies who are even more bloodthirsty than you, and they have begun to circle. Perhaps a foreign government is investigating the labour practices in your business, which threatens to tank your stock. Your spouse, long suffering, has turned vindictive. Perhaps all that pressure has persuaded you that your fortune needs to be kept in something other than bullion and blue chip – something that you can use to disappear a few hundred million dollars. A Picasso, say. A piece like that will only ever appreciate in value, and in Switzerland – in the Geneva Freeport, in a climate-controlled fortress patrolled by armed guards trained in polite blindness – it will be safe.

This is where Daffo now resides. For years it has lived here, stored in a packing crate, unseen, unexhibited, unloved. It is registered to a holding company based in Geneva, one of several that exist solely to mask the identity of both buyer and seller.

‘It’s selling at Art Basel for a fraction of the last sale price,’ Oli explains to his companion, who is quietly trying to retrieve his carry-on and decamp the plane before Oli has a chance to follow. ‘That’s where the opportunity is. Everyone thinks it’s a bad asset. But they don’t know what I know!’

It’s true that the current owner of Daffo stands to lose a great deal of money. The painting was put up for the auction in Basel months ago, back when Oli was riding high. With his forthcoming exhibition of new work and talk of a retrospective, it was estimated that this early work of his would sell for a good deal of money. Once Oli disgraced himself, of course, that valuation fell dramatically. Still, it was better for the owner to cash out a losing hand than send good money after bad.

Anton, though, had always enjoyed a special affinity with bad money. This is what he was doing in those first hours after Oli’s TV appearance, the house of cards he was building with all those phone calls. Even in the social media age, news only travels so fast. Or, anyway, there’s a certain old-world torpor to those who run Sydney auction houses, typically exacerbated in the evenings by a culture that tolerates both barely functional alcoholism and a near total monopoly of tannin-heavy Penfolds Shiraz.

It didn’t take all that much calling around for Anton to find an art specialist at an auction house who hadn’t yet heard about what Oli had said and done. Despite Anton’s unspecified urgency, they thought they were getting a bargain – citing the Art Basel price guide, Anton had locked in a one-million-dollar guarantee at a forthcoming auction, which only hours earlier would have represented a steal for a seminal Darling. Of course by morning the auction house realised they’d been conned, but by then Anton had ensured all the contracts were signed and sealed – one last fortune to be carved out of Oli’s oeuvre before it sunk forever out of sight. That plan has not disappeared with him, carefully recorded inside his ledger.

It was Gemma who worked it out, decoding the opportunity that Anton had hidden in the neat rows of maths. But Oli is the one who will seize it. The plan is devious, underhanded, legally and morally dubious. For it to work, it will require utter discretion; Oli is telling everyone who will listen.

‘You see, my painting is selling this week, here, for peanuts,’ he tells his companion. It’s too elegant a solution for him to keep it to himself. ‘But it’s selling again next week! In Sydney! Best of all, there’s a guarantee on that auction.’

Oli has appropriated Anton’s plan just in time. Bidders in Basel – unlikely to be ardent followers of auction prospectuses in the colonial backwater of Australia – will think Daffo is bordering on worthless and bid accordingly. But in fact, whoever owns the painting is guaranteed a million dollars, provided they front up with it in Sydney. This is why Oli has flown across the world to be at an auction he has no business attending, sharing his story with his stoic companion, who, as the door to the aerobridge in Zurich finally opens, takes out his earphones and dashes for freedom.

‘Goodbye!’ Oli calls to his companion, who heads directly for the European passport line with a sense of deep relief. ‘Goodbye! Wish me luck! I’m off to Basel!’

Oli collects his suitcase from the carousel – he’s packed light, just a change of clothes or two, and from the duty free a carton of cigarettes and a bottle of his favourite cologne. The suitcase is not for what he’s bringing to Switzerland, but what he’ll take home.


Daffo’s time has come. As Oli speeds towards Basel by bullet train, his first ever painting is in an armoured car, wending through the Alps towards the same destination. Soon, artist and creation will be reunited.











Chapter Sixty-Three




Despite the season, it’s a sunny day in Basel. It is Oli’s first time here and he’s surprised by how efficiently it charms him. He doesn’t know what he expected (Fondue? Cattle yards? Miles and miles of luxury watches like at the Dubai airport?) but it was not that he would be walking through a fairy tale. From his limited experience with Swiss art dealers, he’d expected maths, not magic – winding cobblestone streets, three-storeyed storybook cottages and steepled roofs, the windows each allotted a flowerbox and a sensible pop of colour.

Across the city, the wealthy – which is everyone – are easing themselves up from brunches of hot-smoked fish and sparkling wine, perambulating slowly to the auction hall. Art Basel takes place in a purpose-built exhibition hall. The main building is a black glass box on the outside, with a clear-glass courtyard on the inside. Three hundred gallery stands are split over two floors. Heavy walls prop up high ceilings, where clean, white, artificial lighting blends with the winter sun filtering through the high atrium.

Oli finds himself among the crowd milling out the front, where a line of ice-eyed security guards in berets patrol the chrome turnstiles. They are as serious as the town around them is whimsical – alert to any silliness in the crowd. The Swiss are as fond of following the rules as the elite of other cultures are of breaking them. It is an endless cultural conflict, repeated year after year at the fair. The Americans jostle and elbow each other as though it’s a Walmart parking lot on Black Friday, and the Swiss gently beat them back into place.

When the turnstiles open, those looking for blue-chip art scatter across the ground floor, while those looking for emergent art disappear upstairs. Oli takes his time. He dawdles. Perhaps for the first time in his life, he knows exactly what he wants. He wanders the lower galleries and finally finds it, tucked away in an indifferently assembled and poorly illuminated corner of the art world, the first painting he ever really loved – Rio Green, reflected forever in the waterhole.

In the main hall the bidders eye each other off, sorting the competition from hawkish buyers to time-wasting bottom-feeders. The auctioneer leans against the dark wooden rostrum, warming up. He bangs the gavel against the wood, awards an imaginary lot to a gentleman in the third row, another to a proxy bidding from a bank of silent telephones.

Workmen and women in simple black suits are on hands and knees, measuring out the chairs to cram as many cashed-up individuals into the space as possible. When full, the combined wealth in the room will represent incredible amounts of capital. It’s in places like this that the titans of business gather for their leisure, and where an artwork undergoes the final metamorphosis from aesthetic object to financial asset.

Before Oli’s career imploded, for someone to find Daffo here at auction – the brooding study of incipient masculinity that started everything – would have been a remarkable opportunity. A few scant months ago, Oli realises now, a little too late, was his golden age.

He sits at the very back of the auction hall, rumpled in his travelling clothes, unshaven, his scent an unpleasant undertone among the sandalwood of so much money concentrated in so few people. In an orderly grid of chairs in the centre of the floor the buyers huddle now, as many as can fit, their voices low to keep them from echoing in the hall.

Oli feels distinctly out of place, even tucked away discreetly in the back row. Most working artists wouldn’t be seen dead at an auction, and for the buyers who frequent them that’s also preferable. Artists are prickly, difficult people, and most of them bristle at the idea that their creativity can be assigned a precise numerical value.

The auctioneer shuffles his notes at the rostrum and clears his throat to mark the beginning of proceedings. Lot after lot goes under the hammer. The big-ticket items go first, fetching eye-watering sums. Each rap of his hammer is a report, a celebration of the winning bid, a declaration of the new owner’s immaculate taste. It is also reproach, a little punishment, a whack on the knuckles for those who were too unsure or cowardly or uncultured to procure the artwork. The hammer is an irregular little heartbeat that drives the auction along, pumps life into the room, into this archaic ritual that persists, despite technology opening up so many new and better ways to buy and sell.

As the morning wears away, the anxious energy and rapid pace of the prized lots begins to diminish. By Lot 20, bidders begin stretching and slumping in their chairs. After Lot 30, some of the serious collectors start filing out, their chairs scraping the floor as they stand.

Then, the moment arrives. ‘And now, we come to Lot 37. Daffo, by Australian contemporary artist Oliver Darling,’ says the auctioneer, professionally distracted, sorting through his notes. A digital scan of the painting is projected across a wide screen as the auctioneer reads off the particulars – technical specifications, provenance, opening price. Oli watches the crowd appraise the watercolour of Rio Green, the long expanse of his skin glowing against the gloom, and feels he is being flayed alive.

Oli knows his painting is one of the least exciting items that will go under the hammer. The price guides on today’s lots range from a few thousand to figures so high they aren’t printed, left entirely to the hubris of competing collectors. Even in better circumstances, Daffo would not be the sort of painting that does well at auction. A male nude will never do as well as women. Busty women do even better than small-breasted, within reason. Matisse’s nudes, yes, but Matisse was a fluke. Who could deny those final works of the master – a horny old goat, fading from the world, vision gone, sketching half-imagined sacks of flesh bent over bathtubs. And Daffo is no Matisse – it is a male nude, and a rather bleak one at that. The gothic browns and yellows don’t help.

Appraising the painting along with the crowd, Oli sees anew every flaw in it, every careless stroke made in its creation, in his life. It’s suddenly hard for Oli to breathe in this space, the dry heat of the auction hall, and he gasps at the air. As he does, he finds himself far away, long ago, sitting by the waterhole with Rio, the moment the painting was done.











Chapter Sixty-Four




Squinting against the sun, Oli turned the canvas around with quiet pride to show Rio. He watched the way his friend’s eyes widened when he saw himself captured in the artwork.

‘Oh, that’s awesome, Oli,’ he said. ‘Sick as.’

‘Do you like it?’

‘It’s . . . pretty good.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘It’s great.’ Rio’s voice was encouraging but rose a tone or two in a way that alerted Oli to the fact that he was being lied to. ‘There’s just a couple of things that look a bit weird.’

Oli flushed, the anger quick and hot. ‘Fuck off. I’d like to see you do better.’

Rio held his palms up, a gesture Oli had seen him make when his dad was on a drunken tear. That cooled his temper. Not to the point where he would apologise to Rio, but he did listen as his friend made some suggestions on what could be improved in the painting – where the perspective was off, the way the light fell wrong over the water.

‘Here.’ Rio took off his cap and put it on Oli’s head. ‘Go sit over there, where I was, and I’ll show you.’

Ashamed of his outburst, Oli did as he was told, lying down on the concrete slab by the waterhole, pulling the brim on the cap down over his eyes. Rio worked with quiet intensity while Oli lay there, fuming.

When Rio was done, Oli appraised the painting, and his heart sank. Rio’s version was better. Vastly superior in every way, a complete re-working that captured what he had actually been going for. Rio, sensing that he’d made the situation worse and further dented Oli’s pride, made his calming gesture again.

‘Here, look. You did the heavy lifting.’ Gently, by convincing him to sign and title the canvas, he flattered Oli into taking pride in the work again. ‘You can’t sell ’em if you don’t sign ’em. It’s yours. I want you to have it. But if you ever show anyone, I’ll smash you.’











Chapter Sixty-Five




The hammer bangs on the rostrum, signalling a start to the bidding on Daffo. ‘Let’s begin at twenty thousand euro,’ says the auctioneer. ‘Anyone for twenty?’

It is now or never. After an appropriate pause, Oli raises his paddle. ‘Twenty.’

Another bid comes in from somewhere in the middle of the scrum, and the bidding is underway. The auctioneer leans from the rostrum, calling out prices into the room with a relaxed German accent. ‘Fifty thousand. One hundred thousand. One-fifty. It is with the gentleman on the side. Do we have one seventy-five? Anyone? Yes! You, ma’am. And anyone for two hundred thousand? No?’

Oli raises his paddle again.

‘All done? I’m selling . . .’ The auctioneer raises his hammer.

Oli leans further out, makes a scan of the faces of the crowd, of the staff working the banks of phones.


‘With no further bids, I am selling to the gentleman in the back.’

Oli’s heart is beating fast. This is why in auction-house parlance you ‘win’ an auction – this adrenaline is a winning feeling, the first in a long time for Oli. Yes it’s a tremendous amount of money – money that, technically, he doesn’t have, but that seems a momentary trifle. The important thing is that he procures this painting, the source of and solution to all his troubles.

Then, in the front row, a paddle is raised, and the auctioneer pounces. ‘A new bidder. Yes, sir, in the front row. Do we have two hundred and fifty thousand?’

Oli ups his offer again, as does the new bidder. Now the crowd, previously lulled by the stale air of the hall and the predictable auction, is stirring. Heads turn and necks crane to catch a glimpse of either bidder. This is unusual – not that two buyers are driving the bidding for one item, but that the price is running so high for so lacklustre a painting.

Oli strains to see who this is, his new and mortal enemy, but can see only an anonymous back, a sweaty bald dome in a rumpled black suit. Back and forth the bids fly, each flash of the paddles inching up the price of the work in heart-stopping increments. All of Oli’s blood has rushed to his head, roaring in his ears. He cannot hear the genteel din of the auction hall, can concentrate on nothing but the paddle of his enemy, falling and rising in the front row.

Something of that sinister rhythm has found its way into Oli’s heart, which has for so many years been resilient and immune to all tenderness, but has not forgotten the frequent insults Oli has delivered it. It falters now, unable to keep up with the orchestra as mind and body buckle under the stress.


Oli’s heart stops.

He stands up, clutching his chest. It lasts only a moment – only a few heartbeats missed – but enough time for the world to soften at the edges, for the auction hall to dim, so that in the rippling dark that creeps from the corners of his eyes he starts to pick out faces in the crowd he hasn’t seen since the last time he stood in front of an audience. Scattered here and there, the chairs now lined up like pews, they turn to face him.

His mother, still in her Christmas dress and sunhat, head turned back over her shoulder to glare at him. Her face shows she is appalled that, after all this time, he is still causing a scene. Beside her, Oli’s father stares straight ahead, stoic and refusing to acknowledge his son, identifiable only by the light shining off his tonsure; his dad was vain, too, in his own way, but still too old-fashioned to wear a hat inside.

Rio is resurrected, inexplicably dressed in the auctioneer’s smart suit and tie, perched at the rostrum. He waves cheerfully at Oli, then turns his attention to the front row, where Oli’s rival is still bidding, raising his paddle again and again like a knife in a slasher movie.

The man turns now to glare at him, and Oli sees the unmistakable profile, the familiar suit, the dusting of cat fur on the lapels.

‘Anton!’ he calls out, or thinks he calls out.

Whatever erupts from his mouth, it’s taken as a final call by the auctioneer. It is done.

The auctioneer raps his hammer with such violence, the world falls back into shape. The lights are up, Rio is gone, again, forever, and the fussy neat auctioneer is congratulating Oli on his purchase.


‘Sold! For five-hundred thousand euro to the excitable gentleman in the back row.’

Oli’s body, temporarily misplaced, returns to him, and with it comes the crushing realisation of just how much money he has promised for the painting. Half a million euro is ten times what he’d anticipated, what Anton had calculated. But it is enough – with the price guarantee at the Sydney auction, he will still turn a tidy profit when he flips the painting, enough to buy time with Medici, enough to save his friend, if not his own career.

He drifts around the hall like a thistle on the breeze, looking left and right for his lost friend, but he is gone. In Anton’s place sits a sturdy, annoyed sophisticate.

Shaken, Oli considers the inscrutable things that are happening around him. Clearly something is not right. Two possibilities present themselves. On the one hand Anton is here, against all logic having escaped from the gangsters and, unthinkably, bidding against him in pursuit of his original plan. On the other hand (perhaps the hand that clutched his chest while his heart seized) Oli has slipped briefly from this world into that liminal place between life and death where he believes all art is born. If that is the case, he is too late for Anton, who will haunt him, in his fussy way, as he did in life. But perhaps it is not too late for our hero, Oli Darling.











Chapter Sixty-Six




And now, Oli has it, Daffo, still in its sensible pinewood frame. Years ago, in an attempt to legitimise his portfolio for art school, he’d paid what had then seemed a small fortune to have it done in a shopping centre in suburban Melbourne. It has endured, a little worn and shabby, but unexpectedly stable. Within it rests Oli’s entire world. He props it on the coffee table in his room, an Airbnb studio with a little balcony overlooking the river.

Outside, evening is falling on a street party. One of those sensible European public events that make no sense to Australians, raised as we are on goon bags and recreational punch-ons. Children made perfectly spherical by their winter coats walk hand in hand with their parents, whose own coats have the expensive, understated angles of a Modigliani. A towering, aquiline dad orders sausages and beer from a food truck. The sound of techno booming from several different portable speakers congeals into sonic mud that washes over him on the balcony; the Europeans, with unimpeachable taste in art, cuisine, clothing, seem incapable of making wise choices in their popular music. Carefree Swiss float up and down the riverbank, sipping carefully from steaming mugs of wine.

No one knows that Oli has just saved himself. He lights a cigarette and finds his hand is shaking. He cannot believe he is home free. Again, he needs a drink.

His dinner is two martinis, enjoyed at a bar that sits above a renovated warehouse on the border of Switzerland and Germany. From his perch he observes prudent Swiss homemakers crossing the border in their prim BMWs to purchase groceries from the much cheaper Lidl supermarket on the other side of the border. He watches the invisible line between states disappear in the gathering dark. When the candle-like lights of the city start to twinkle, Oli takes a moment to savour it all, the moment, the joy of being alive and free.

The bill comes; he converts the price of the martinis from francs to euros to Australian dollars and finds, destiny manifest, that it comes to seventy-two dollars. He does not tip, and on the way back to his apartment he too pops over the border to Germany and buys the cheapest wine he can find.

The wine he drinks in his apartment, not so much for pleasure (Sylvaner!) as for the bottle. He will need it to smuggle Daffo back into Australia. It will not do to declare it – to leave a record of the painting leaving Europe in his possession, the nightmare of taxation that would come with it. He must be stealthy, invisible.

He decants the wine, drinks it to steady his hand. After washing and drying the bottle carefully, he fetches Daffo and stands over it with a craft knife. He slowly cuts the painting out of its frame, rolls it up, and slips it into the bottle. Then, with a great deal of care, some scorched fingers and some cursing, he melts red candlewax over the cork to reseal it.

When he holds the dark green bottle up to the light, he can just about make out the shape of the canvas, rolled up against the sides. Not a foolproof plan, but if he were not looking for it, he would not know it was in there. To any curious customs official, it will just be one of the two bottles of wine souvenired from a holiday to Switzerland. The empty shell of the Sylvaner, hiding Daffo, and a thick, unctuous Bordeaux.

He packs carefully, wraps the bottle in his spare clothes, anticipating no trouble at customs. What Australian has ever boarded a plane without knowing exactly how much alcohol they are permitted to bring in their luggage?

The next morning, he is worse for wear from the two expensive martinis mixed with an entire bottle of cheap wine. They have fought a vicious class war over his liver. After everything, has he learned nothing? He almost misses his flight, must put himself together in a rush, throwing his belongings swiftly into the suitcase. In his haste, he grabs the other bottle, the blood-red Bordeaux, and throws it carelessly into the suitcase, where, unsecured by bubble wrap or even swaddled in an old t-shirt, it clinks and rattles against the priceless artwork in its own fragile container all the way to the Basel train station, then down the rattling conveyer belts of Zurich airport and during the ungentle handling of its baggage workers, as well as a bout of turbulence over the Indian Ocean so severe that several people in the darkened cabin cry out in alarm. Oli snoozes through it, tranquillised, at peace, insulated from the fate that awaits. I’m sure you have a sense of where this is going. Just as there are only so many ways to tell a story, there are only so many ways a story can end.


In Sydney he lands, shambles through immigration, collects his luggage, moves swiftly through the line for people with nothing to declare at customs. But a sniffer dog trots by and sits down by his side. The Border Force officer looks him up and down, frowns, and pulls him over into a windowless chamber to examine his luggage. She slams the suitcase down on the metal bench and asks Oli if he has anything to declare. He does not. Only mounting dread.

She opens the bag, and the strong scent of spilled alcohol fills the tiny room. Both of them look down into the ruins of the suitcase, and Oli’s heart plummets. He extends a trembling hand into the booze-smelling rags and retrieves a jagged treasure – one half of a bottle of cologne.

Oli’s bottle of aftershave has shattered mid-flight, ruining his clothes with broken glass and Bvlgari eau de parfum. The wine bottles are, miraculously, still intact. The officer reaches out a gloved hand, hovers over the two bottles, and picks up the Bordeaux. There is a long moment as she peers intently at the bottle. Oli can scarcely breathe.

The guard shakes her head and smiles at him. ‘Sorry about the perfume. But honestly, you’d be better off drinking that than this shit. Can’t stand Bordeaux. Give me a nice Barossa Shiraz any day of the week.’











Chapter Sixty-Seven




The door to his home creaks open, but this time, he is not alone. Things have changed considerably from the opening of our story. Kalashnikov meets him at the door, headbutting him ecstatically. He scoops the cat up and presses her against his face to feel the idle tractor of her purr. Holding her there, he gently scratches under her chin, as she cranes her neck for a more precise cuddle.

They are still standing that way when Gemma pads into the entry hall barefoot, shaken from a reverie in the other room, where she is putting Oli’s story to bed.

‘You look like shit, Darling,’ she says. ‘Welcome home.’

He stoops to place Kalashnikov back on the floor and the cat runs up to Gemma, hoping for more attention. She squats, balancing on the balls of her feet while she attends to the cat.

‘Well? Did you get it?’

Oli uncorks the wine bottle and Daffo, unmolested, unhurt, slips out onto his dining room table. He lays it out flat, carefully weighs down the corners. He will have it reframed in the morning, ready for auction. The painting, once that guarantee comes in, is as good as a cheque for a million dollars. He will make Medici’s deadline for repayment at a canter.

Celebration is in order – Oli opens the Bordeaux and attempts to build a fire. He manages only a smouldering, smoking wreckage, but Gemma is on hand to rescue the situation.

Her manuscript is nearly done, and Oli takes it to the chaise longue by the fire, leaving wine-glass rings on the pile of read pages as it grows. Now and again he’ll take a pen and make a note, but as the pages go by, he has fewer and fewer of them. When he reaches the final page, he places it neatly on the rest, then sits for some time, staring into the fire. He only stirs when he notices Gemma, leaning against the doorframe with her arms folded across her chest.

‘Well? What’s the verdict?’

‘Gemma, it’s fucking amazing.’ Oli says. ‘It sounds just like me. Only better.’

‘Thanks,’ she says, unused to praise. ‘Well, obviously, we’re going to have to change some stuff.’

‘Yeah, I get that.’

‘I’m not sure about the framing of the tragic boyfriend backstory,’ says Gemma. ‘The whole “bury your gays” thing. It’s an outdated trope, and it’s kind of problematic.’

‘That’s how the story goes. That’s how it happened.’

‘And we’re going to need some kind of happy note to end on,’ she says, allowing herself a proud little smile. ‘But we’re nearly there.’

She comes over and sits by him, filling her own glass of wine. She finds Oli’s eyes are glassy.


He tries to articulate some of what he’s seen in the manuscript. He is having what psychiatrists and novelists call a moment of catharsis. It’s been on its way ever since that strange, televised breakdown that threw him on a journey through time, slipping a gear in the delicate balance of his neurochemistry. Ever since, he has been falling apart, but also falling upwards towards a greater understanding of himself.

This is the moment of rapture that was the obsession of every Renaissance painter; having read the manuscript, Oli is struck down by an immaculate realisation.

‘I’m a narcissist.’

‘Yeah,’ says Gemma. ‘That’s what I was going for, more or less.’

‘Do I really spend that much time feeling sorry for myself?’

‘You do seem to think you’re pretty hard done by. Nobody has it easy.’

‘I get it now,’ Oli says. And then, for maybe the first time in his life, he says, with sincerity, ‘Thank you. You’ve done a wonderful job, Gemma.’

It shouldn’t, but hearing Oli say that makes me shiver with the thrill of approval. (Yes, me. Your narrator, Gemma. Hello!) Because it really is true: nobody has it easy. Becoming Oli’s ghostwriter was my last resort after a lifetime of disappointment and disadvantage. My self-esteem, like everybody’s, is low. I come with my own raft of issues (class, race, daddy). I am not immune to a little flattery; very little has come my way over the years. I have struggled – with bad ideas and bad boyfriends and bad jobs and the dehumanising grind of trying to create art that enriches humanity and, if not that, the soul, or at least the self. I crave beauty, and kindness, and company. Because I, too, am lonely. All of which is to say that, somewhere between the third and fourth bottle of wine, the Ghost forgets her professional obligations, and I put my hand on Oli’s leg.











Chapter Sixty-Eight




Without his clothes, Oli Darling is no masterpiece. No Kahlo, no Keiller. More like a Kinkade – just adequate, aesthetically, but radiating such desperate need for your approval that you can’t help but be drawn to it. He is so eager to please that he jumps at any kink, request, depravity. Past his prime, Oli is not a tiger in bed. More like a labrador, perhaps – a happy little snout questing about for a pat and a kind word.

Or if not a labrador, Oli is like Kalashnikov, who at nights loves sneaking into the crook of Oli’s arm to twist into an elaborate, vibrating pretzel, safe against the chill of night. But tonight, when the cat wakes up from her nap by the fire as it burns down to coals and trots to Oli’s bedroom, happy tail raised in a shepherd’s crook behind her, she finds herself usurped by me.

Sleeping peacefully, neither Oli nor I have a care in the world. Of course there remain all the loose ends – the manuscript to be handed in, the smuggled canvas to be framed and delivered to the auction house, the small matter of buying Anton’s freedom from the gangsters and him setting the world right. But all of that can wait until tomorrow. For now we sleep, Oli better than he has in years, and everything is at peace.

In the morning, Oli wakes to the sounds of a heavy tropical rain. This is the best thing about Sydney: the cleansing deluge that sweeps the streets of all their sweaty, thirsty messiness. There are few nicer small moments than waking to the soft, roaring embrace of a tropical storm on a tin roof. In this case, however, I wake to an empty bed and screaming from the next room.











Chapter Sixty-Nine




Kalashnikov. Let’s follow her adventures the night before, after our heroes have gone to sleep. After prodding and nuzzling the two sleeping humans, hoping for attention, she gives up and moves to the backyard, where she sits on the back veranda. There she amuses herself by watching the coming rain and observing with great interest as the evening’s frogs creep out of the bush. Kalashnikov is, with her indoor-cat physique and mane of ultra absorbent fur, a poor hunter in rainy conditions. Each time she pounces (crouch, wiggle, leap!) the frog is long gone by the time she lands. She thrashes her tail in annoyance, but no matter: there is always another frog.

Before dawn, she returns inside and sniffs about until she finds an ideal patch of carpet on which to curl up into a soggy little ball and begin her bath. When she is more or less clean, she sniffs at the surface below her. Finding it to be an ideal length, and pleasingly square, she stretches out luxuriously. Slowly, with a rumbling, leisurely purr, she sinks her claws into the fabric. She spends some time savouring the delightful crinkle-crackle her claws make as they work, showering the room with ribbons of canvas and paint.

Because Kalashnikov has not found an exciting new rug, she has found Daffo.

Neither Oli, nor your narrator, thought to worry that he had staked out the square canvas on the table the cat likes to sleep on. Perhaps neither was familiar with the vicissitudes of even the best of cats. Possibly they had other things on their minds.

By morning, it is too late. Kalashnikov, like all of us, has found a way to destroy what she loves.












PART SIX




















Chapter Seventy




I don’t think either of them remembers this, but I was the one who introduced Oli to Anton. Oli and I weren’t friends at art school, not exactly, although we should have been. Neither of us belonged there. While everyone else made friends effortlessly, we spent our days alone, fighting in our separate corners. He’d been too old and uncool, and I, if we’re being honest, was never really going to fit in. We spent those years trying too hard – to be artists, but also pretending to be people we weren’t.

I’d never seen a man so uncomfortable in his own skin as Oli on his first day of art school. This awkward kid from the country, his accent too broad and posh to match his clothes and his nail polish. In a cohort of weirdos, he managed to be weird in all the wrong ways. His art, too, was terrible; sentimental in a way that at once embarrassed me and made me feel sorry for him.

We rarely spoke up in class, and I don’t think we’d ever actually spoken to one another until one day in sculpture when, apropos of nothing, he crossed the room and asked if I knew anywhere to score some blow. Why he thought I could find him drugs, I don’t know. Now that I think about it – now that I know Oli better than anyone – it probably had something to do with the colour of my skin. This was the 2000s, and everything was problematic – so much so that I didn’t get offended. Instead I gave him the number of my drug-dealing boyfriend, Anton.

He was older, ambitious. That was what I wanted back then. Have I told you about that time? I was beautiful. I was so young. I knew nothing. Huddled in my coat, waiting in the car while Anton made his deliveries. So many nights were spent like that, Anton inside some house negotiating deals, me in the car, where I would have fallen asleep were it not for the cold. Back then I thought we had a partnership. I’d assumed – but crucially, never confirmed – that the money coming in meant Anton would have my back while I made my way in the art world.

A mistake, maybe, but I didn’t realise that until the night of our graduate exhibition. Anton had asked to come, which was unexpected. I’d been flattered and pleased, until I realised what was happening. That night was the closest I’d ever felt to the rest of the class. We all stood around, full of pride and complementary wine, watching in amusement, then confusion, then horror, as one by one Oli’s paintings flew off the walls while ours were ignored. By the time Oli rocked up, drunk and high, every single one of his paintings had sold.

The customers came in early, quietly made their purchases, and left without mingling. A strange procession of grim-looking men with scarred knuckles and flannel shirts, they parked their utes in the loading zone out the front of the gallery just long enough to secure the sale, then vanished into the night. All paid enormous sums for the work, well above asking, and always in cash. On their way out a couple of them stopped for a quiet word with Anton, and I started to figure out – just a little too late – who Anton was throwing his weight behind.

‘Congratulations, Oli,’ I said, holding out my hand for him to shake. I could hear the whine of jealousy in my own voice, but I doubt Oli did. ‘They love you.’

‘Yeah? Right?’ Oli was not paying attention. I reckon he had already forgotten my name, or had perhaps never retained it in the first place, certainly did not bother to learn it through all the years that I – a better painter than Oli – struggled while his star rose.











Chapter Seventy-One




The girl I was back then dreamt of becoming a celebrated painter, but in the years that followed, as anxiety annexed her imagined futures, she settled for becoming an art critic. A job that even then, as she graduated into a denuded post-recession employment market, already barely existed. She did not know that, obviously. But she did know art, loved it, felt the engine-hot whirring of her heart when she stood in front of a great work.

I still do, actually. But I have never felt that way about one of Oli’s paintings. So my heart broke for good along all its hairline fractures that night in 2007 when Anton explained his plan for Oli’s career. Our relationship, naturally, ended not long afterwards. I couldn’t understand why Anton would invest his life’s work in Oli when I was staring him in the face.

‘He’s a hack!’ I’d screamed at him as I packed my bags to leave. ‘He has no talent!


‘He has some talent,’ Anton said in his mildest, most infuriating voice.

‘For self-promotion, maybe. He can barely paint! You could pick anyone else! You could pick me.’

‘I just don’t think,’ Anton intoned, his eyes sliding off my face to stare at Daffo on the wall behind me, ‘that I know how to sell you. Oli will sell himself. I think . . . I just don’t think you want it enough.’

Believe it or not, that’s not the worst thing a man I trusted ever did to me. It’s not even top five.

My decision to become an arts writer wasn’t even really a decision, more an act of economic rationalism. A degree in fine arts had left me in want of good employment, and, after some success as a freelance writer for the arts, I decided to formalise my career with a second degree, this time in journalism. A fine plan, undone only by, months before graduation, the latest round of ‘restructures’ in the media industry’s irrevocable collapse. My professors – who throughout the year had lectured solemnly in class about the powers and duties of the fourth estate, and told lecherous war stories at drinks afterwards – one by one took retrenchment from their day jobs, teaching their remaining classes with haunted eyes, hollow voices and deepening hangovers. By the end of the year, all my instructors were unemployed.

My cohort sat the cadet entrance exams with the same sort of resignation one finds on death row. There were hundreds of aspiring cadets and no jobs waiting for us. Not one. Except, somehow, miraculously, for me. Out of the blue I was approached by an influential editor who, in the manner of an ice cream before a bereft infant, produced a job offer for me as a junior arts critic at a Respectable Broadsheet. I could not believe my luck.


I was still fizzing with excitement when I was introduced to the Paperman, then managing editor of the arts section, and my boss’s boss. He loped into the office mid-morning and stopped by my desk, one eyebrow raised in curiosity.

‘New girl.’

‘First day.’ I stood to accept his handshake. ‘I’m Gemma O’Kier.’

‘O’Kier. You don’t look Irish.’

‘I’m not. It was my father’s name,’ I explained. Then added, ‘I was adopted.’

This seemed to tickle the Paperman. ‘Well, fuck me, that’s efficiency for you. They made their diversity hire a two-for-one.’

He sauntered off, chuckling, into his office, and I was left to shrivel. A terrible first day, all things considered, but it got better. At the end of a difficult first week, the Paperman summoned me and the rest of the culture desk for drinks. After that, apart from the occasional dicey comment, he was kind to me – jocular, avuncular, sharing his expertise and contacts, assigning me to opening nights at galleries and theatres.

Then one day, after late-night drinks in the office, humming with the adrenaline of just beating a deadline, he rode the elevator down with me and put his hand on my bottom.

He did it casually, almost absentmindedly, like his hand was a cup of tea that he needed to put down for a minute while he searched for his keys. In the mirrored elevator, his eyes met mine, watching for my reaction. He seemed quite unembarrassed, even as I grabbed his hand to wrench it away.

‘Is something the matter?’ he asked lightly, placing his hand back where it had been and squeezing gently.

‘I value our relationship,’ I said, inching away to put my back against the wall. ‘Our professional relationship.’


The Paperman’s mouth turned up a little at the corner. ‘You really don’t feel like you need to impress me, do you?’ He didn’t seem surprised or angry, just a little perplexed. We rode the rest of the way to the lobby in silence.

On Monday morning, I’d been transferred off the culture desk to the sports beat, then on to death knocks, and by the end of my three-month probation I was on the real-estate desk, writing advertising copy for the classifieds. Then I was out – at my exit interview, a harried HR consultant told me they would not be continuing with my cadetship as there had been reports from management that I was difficult to work with.

And that was that. I tried to build up a career as a freelance writer for magazines and newspapers, but every time I managed to take a step forward, the industry took a step back.

When I got the call, I was working in an organic grocer, selling chai tea and fava beans to hippies in North Face jackets. Anton, my ex-boyfriend, out of the blue like nothing had happened, with a job offer to ghostwrite the memoir of my old classmate Oliver Darling. Irony was never his forte, my dear Anton.

I agreed to the job against my better judgement. Then I did it again when Oli changed his mind after pulling the plug on the memoir. He’d called me, desperate, trying save what baby was still left in the bathwater. He told me what had happened with Anton and the gangsters, and I understood the situation more completely than he ever would. One of Oli’s catastrophes had thrown me back into his orbit, another had ejected Anton. Now, bereft, Oli had turned back to me to save the day.











Chapter Seventy-Two




I can hear birds singing in the garden. The gulls wheel in circles overhead and cry; far below, in the room with the wreckage of his million-dollar painting, Oli does the same.

The sun is not yet all the way up. Time is short. I pull back the blinds and peer down the driveway, half expecting to see a low-slung Falcon with tinted windows, a muscular hearse come to take Oli away.

Oli’s Hilux, towed back to Sydney and panel-beaten back into rude health, sits in its place under the jacaranda. Nearby, a wheelie bin has been flung open and an ibis roots through it, tearing open rubbish bags, looking for treats. Poor bird: before it finds what it is looking for it will have to get through multiple drafts of the book I’ve been writing all this time. Picture it using its delicate beak to nudge aside the pages of lies and half-truths and hyperbole to finally tear open the bin bag below and feast. Oh, to be like that ibis; to find a way, despite all the indignities of life, to go on living.


‘Medici is going to kill me, Gemma,’ Oli wails. ‘What am I going to do?’

‘Paint something new. It wasn’t your best work, anyway.’ I say this thinking it will cheer him up. It does not.

We have, within hours of becoming lovers, our first quarrel. Oli takes issue with me saying the work was never perfect to begin with. He takes offence and asks me to leave. I say he’s being impractical, a self-involved martyr; he says I don’t understand the artistic process, never did, and that’s why I never made it as an artist. Which is how I discover that Oli, despite his formal limitations as an artist, still has the capacity to inspire strong emotion in me.

The fight with Oli, similar to the sex, is remarkable for its intensity and its brevity, and concludes with him sulkily calling me a taxi.

Oli needs time to cool off, I need to find an end to his book, and neither will happen while we are in the same house. I find a hotel room, the money for which has suddenly materialised in my account from the publisher’s coffers, as the latest draft of the manuscript gets greenlit somewhere inside the organisation. There’s just enough time for me to finish it.

I get in the taxi and he waves goodbye from his front door, Kalashnikov cradled under one arm. The fight has torn strips off both of us, but he leaves me with everything I need to do my job, and I leave him with my Stilnox, which he has stolen from my bag.











Chapter Seventy-Three




Oli wakes up unhappy; ashamed of the night before, afraid of the one ahead. He is a little disappointed to find himself back in his bed, back in his body, this shiftless, shapeless sack of spare parts for a decent human being. Without opening his eyes, he stretches out a searching hand beneath his sheets to find his phone. What is on Twitter? Nothing. Nothing good. Worse, nothing about him. The storm has passed. Now nobody is talking about him at all.

Oli is beginning to understand that all things have their natural conclusion. What he’s been calling his cancellation – maybe it was just a dramatic flourish at the end of a career that, let’s face it, was already on the decline. The moon waxes, then wanes, not because of what the moon wants but because the world moves on.

Oli, the artist, had landed at just the right time. The world was tiring of grunge but not quite ready for a sophisticated, energised, racially diverse middle class. He’d missed all the signs growing up, the way his contemporaries listened exclusively to Black music, had started stealing African American modes of speech, plagiarising Chinese artists. And now here it was: the change was upon him.

He remembers the moment, in vivid detail, when he walked into a gallery opening and found himself surrounded by prim, gym-fit women in hijab and Ksubi jeans, making shimmering, iridescent conversation over glasses of sparkling water. In his entire life, he had never been so frightened and horny.

That day he had felt the first warming rays of his own looming irrelevance, which over the years continued to sweat him, until it finally manifested in his career suicide on live TV. That moment, or something like it, had always been on the cards.

One way or another, the world is ready to move on from Oli Darling. He gets that now. His moment is done. The culture has changed while he was looking the other way. Like a man enjoying a sunny day and the lassitude of his stroll to a favourite restaurant only to find the kitchen closed, he came back from a period of indolence to find that nobody cared about him anymore.

Not every gun revealed in the first act goes off. Not every character reaches the top of their arc, let alone the end of it. Life doesn’t work like that. We motor along for a little while and then our momentum sputters and dies. If we’re lucky, we’re remembered for a while. Then, inevitably, we are not. If we do the maths on immortality – were Anton to run the numbers – we know that we will be forgotten for far, far longer than we will be appreciated.

For just now, Oli is alone in the world. He levers himself out of bed. He is wearing his own merchandise, an old t-shirt with a quote on the back: ‘Any wisdom you’ve been given that you don’t hold in the body is just a rumour.’ He’d believed it was a Māori proverb, but recently he’d googled it and found no source for the quote other than himself. It wasn’t a Māori proverb, it was just something Oli had gone around saying. But still, let’s pretend otherwise. Let’s crack that line open and see what wisdom we can parse.

What is held in his body? Everything, and at the same time, nothing. Oli Darling. That is all he really has. When that body no longer holds him, what will remain? I wonder. When the time comes for Oli to cease, when his heart quits beating for good and the electricity that fires his brain and causes him so much angst begins to falter, when he crumbles, deflates, burns to ash and dust – what becomes of him then? I do not know. He has no idea how he will be remembered, but he feels this story is coming to an end. He can see the futility of trying to live forever through paint and pigment. Nothing of you survives, not really, beyond the faintest pentimento of your life. Just the echo of your actions – just memories held by others. Your first draft of immortality.

Isn’t that why we do it? Isn’t that why I’m telling you this story? Look at me, writing my stupid little thoughts down because I’m afraid of dying and nobody remembering me. Isn’t that what all artists are? Big dumb babies screaming themselves to sleep because they are afraid of the dark. Leonardo, Leonidas, all the achievements in history – who cares, who cares? Shuffle on. Trail your way through the gallery on the way to the gift shop.

Oli already regrets kicking me out. He has, he realises, on this idle Tuesday morning, and for most of his life when he thinks about it, failed to be kind. Snatched up by vanity, greed and money, he has failed, again and again, to consider the world beyond his own self-regard.

The only thing he does not regret from his life are the times when he has remembered to be generous and open, and those are few and far between. The times he has failed to take other people into account, the terminal failures of empathy and common sense, they stay with him. The hurts and slights and humiliations that spurred him into action over the years have receded, but he remembers the pain he’s done others.

This, on reflection, is what is held in the body. His body. A smoker’s cough, bad knees and arthritis creeping into the joints of his hands, nestled beneath the calluses from paintbrushes. And bad teeth and bad breath and bad politics and, above all, a heavy heart.

He went to bed late last night, and all through the night he tossed and turned, long hours where the fear of insomnia itself kept sleep away. Those nights where you slip briefly into anxious half-memory, then wake from a dream surprised and relieved, knowing that at some point, as unlikely as it now seems, you must have nodded off, for it is morning.

That morning, Oli wakes up with part of him already dead; Kalashnikov has slept on his arm in such a way that it’s gone numb. He is, of course, likely to be more comprehensively dead once Medici turns up. He should really be running for his life, but Oli has never known what’s good for him.

Instead of fleeing, he is trying to work. He is convinced that he will yet pull off a miracle, paint something so undeniable that it redeems the past and restores his old life. But it’s no good. He is cursed and blessed with Kalashnikov, who at the slightest provocation bursts into a frenzy of affection, mewling for attention. And, helpless to argue, Oli will drop everything he is doing to coddle her. An animal can’t change the way it is made.

This, maybe, is the only thing of value left in Oli – the living. The wonderful fact of waking up still breathing and cranky at the cat, with a body and mind to do so.

But also in the body: the art. This is the problem. This thing which keeps him restless, ruins his sleep, sinks him into strange fevers where he paces in front of the canvas all day. The work is never done. Creation is something you can reach for but never seize, not for long.

But on this morning, unexpectedly – a day before the scheduled auction, two days before his execution – he finds in his body, in the tips of his fingers, for the first time in forever: inspiration.

This spark, this thing, is something more substantial than a rumour, a myth. A dream so insistent it has reached up from the underworld to make itself corporeal. There is an artwork inside him. He does not know what it is, not yet, but he is ready to begin. He starts to circle the empty canvas, stares at it from different angles the way Kalashnikov stalks her frogs, getting closer, staring at the blank space and then through it, through into something undefinable that lives in the back of his mind.

It’s not until the brush hits the canvas for the first time that he realises what he must do. He will paint it again. Daffo. Nobody knows it has been destroyed. Nobody. Countless works of art have been duplicated through the years. In this case, it won’t be an act of forgery but one of resurrection.

As he works, he cannot believe how easily the painting comes to him. The mythology of the piece, the weight of the life he’s led, which was never supposed to be his – it drops away. When Kalashnikov destroyed Daffo, Anton’s scheme went with it. Yes, his career is over, and yes, maybe his life too, but he can paint this picture. He doesn’t need the day, the heat, the whispering cane, the icy pond, the model. They are all still with him. Rio is still with him. There are photos online, but he doesn’t need them, the work is right there in his fingertips. He can recreate the painting, knows it perfectly, inch by inch. If he had no talent back when the first painting was made, well, that was years ago. He’s had practice. He can bring it back to life.

Also born anew – the knowledge that he is not, after all, that special. All our days contain some combination of the same shapes and configurations, the same iterations of light and dark, contrasting colours, chiaroscuro. The same patterns repeat, the same stories happen again and again. The rest is just a matter of perspective. He has learned, after all this life he has lived, a little appreciation.

There. He is finished. He puts the final touches on the cap pulled over the youth’s face, the hideous trucker cap with the daffodil decal. The painting is perfect. Nobody – without cause for suspicion and some serious forensic work – would suspect a forgery.

On a technical level, the painting is simple, the work of an amateur. I could paint it myself with my eyes closed, if you asked me to. The painting that Rio made all those years ago is back. But as Oli finishes the final brushstroke on the daffodil, and tries to call to mind Rio’s shy smile under that cap, he finds it gone.

His memory is a whip of mist, a reflection that ripples when he tries to reach out for it. The painting he has produced would be indistinguishable to anyone but him. The same skinny boy, resting on the concrete plinth. The same rough, sketched-in background. But it is the wrong painting entirely, Oli knows it. If he could reach into the painting and tilt the hat upwards, it would not be the boy he’d left behind in that dusty town all those years ago. It would be his own face, the one Rio painted. It is, at the end of the day, a self-portrait. As it always had to be.

When it is done, Oli stands, stretches, savours the creaking in his old bones. Kalashnikov, waking from a nap, trots over asking to be picked up. He takes her to the edge of the cliff at the end of his property, and together they watch the sun begin its descent. Back in the house, the doorbell chimes.











Chapter Seventy-Four




After our fight, I expect to hear from Oli. In hindsight, I expected too much. A day passes. Another. I wait for him to call and apologise for his tantrum. The day of the auction approaches with Daffo set to go under the hammer, the auction house anxious to receive the painting, and still there’s no word from Oli. The clock is ticking, so I swallow my pride and call him, only to immediately get his voicemail. His phone is off.

In the end, it seems necessary for me to make one more journey, one grand gesture of reconciliation. Taking a leaf from Oli’s book, I charge a hire car to the publisher and drive to his home. The doorbell chimes a happy song, but nobody answers it. After some hunting, I find Oli’s key hidden under a flowerpot and let myself in. The door swings open and a stale, musty smell washes over me.

‘Hello,’ I call into the entrance hall. ‘Anybody there?’


In his studio, surrounded by a hundred unfinished paintings, I find the manuscript I left him with. It’s neatly annotated and, ultimately, signed off. Of Oli, there is no sign.

On the easel, next to neat rows of washed and dried ermine paintbrushes, is Daffo, back from the dead. I turn the portrait over and find Oli’s signature, and in his childish scrawl ‘Daffo’. It is perfect.

This is the last I ever see of Oli. He is not in the house or the gardens. In the front yard his Hilux is gone, in its place a rectangle of fresh grass in a field of fallen purple petals. Kalashnikov, too, is gone, her bowl still full of kibble.

At the end of the backyard is the cliff and, far below, the rocks. It takes me time to gather the nerve to look over. The tide is in. I wait around until late in the day, when it rolls out again. Still no sign of Oli. I stand for a long time, watching the waves. The garden is silent, strung through with bright yellow flowers. It will be a beautiful evening.

I return to Oli’s painting – his first, and perhaps his last – and test it with a fingertip. The paint is dry, glazed twice, ready for the auction block.

Art is worth exactly what you’ll pay for it, nothing more, nothing less. You create, you collect, and if you are lucky you leave the world a more beautiful place for your time in it. That is the point. That has always been the point. The rest of it, all the noise and the need to make sense of it all, is only the frame you put around it. There are so many ways to tell a story, but I’ve run out of time. I have an auction to get to back in town, and before then, a manuscript to deliver, and after that, the work is done.
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